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Editorial

This LST Review focuses on the human wild life
conflict that appears to have intensified in recent
months and years. The local television stations,
newspapers and social media provide extensive
coverage of elephants straying into banana plots,
entering homes in search of grain storages, and
even strolling into tourist hotels and intruding
into picnics in search of food. Some of these clips
appear to be entertaining to tourists who have
the photo opportunity of their wildest dreams.
The dark side of this are the pictures of elephants
bringing down farmers huts, trampling their
crops and even Kkilling the farmers who try to
drive them away.

While electric fences erected by the Wildlife
Department are designed to stun and repel,
farmers and hunters have illegally laid electric
lines to kill animals for meat and to keep them
away from their crops and homes. They do this
despite the danger it poses to humans, specifically
their communities. There are equally heart-
rending pictures of elephants being struck by
trains. We have a sense that OUR development
and convenience has come at the expense of
the animals. They or their interests are not
heard of in the planning of our development
schemes. They are not voters and so they have
no representatives. There is also much reportage
on the hardships that farmers face.

But these news stories focus on the here and now.
Sri Lanka, despite its fabled relationship with
animals and nature - embedded in folklore such
as the Jathaka Tales, and in the major religions
(Buddhism and Hinduism); and its more recent
dependence on tourism with tourists craving
sightings of wildlife - especially elephants,
peacocks and monkeys, Sri Lankans of today
do not appear to be overwhelmingly kind to
animals.

It is fitting that we raise these issues in this
LST Review, in light of the forthcoming
commemoration of World Wildlife Day. On 20
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December 2013 at the 68th Session of the United
Nations General Assembly (UNGA), March 3
was declared United Nations World Wildlife
Day (WWD). This day holds significance as
the day that the Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and
Flora (CITES)was signed in 1973. The UNGA
Resolution designated the CITES Secretariat as
the facilitator for the global observance of this
special day for wildlife on the UN calendar.
UN World Wildlife Day has now become the
global annual event dedicated to wildlife. It gives
recognition to the fact that people everywhere
rely on wildlife and biodiversity-based resources
to meet our needs - from food, to fuel, medicines,
housing, and clothing. For us to enjoy the
benefits and the beauty that nature brings us and
our planet, people have been working together
to make sure ecosystems are able to thrive and
plant and animal species are able to exist for
future generations. World Wildlife Day calls
on us not only to celebrate wildlife but also the
important conservation work being done around
the world and the responsibility on each of us as
individuals and as communities and as countries
to take on this responsibility for ourselves and
for future generations.

The four contributors to this LST Review bring
to the forefront the different interests and
perspectives that animate the debates on our
relationship with animals and the environment,
the different issues that should be taken into
account in the short term and in the long term if
we want to have a sustainable relationship with
nature.

Vidura Munasinghe sets the tone for this
publication and our thinking on this subject by
critiquing the idea of ‘anthropocentrismy’ which
exalts a human-centred world and is founded
on the belief that humans were superior to
animals and all other forms of life. He refers to
the thinking that was further developed during
the ‘Enlightenment’ whereby human agency was
positioned above all else.

4

He refers to the three main features of this
anthropocentric  conceptualization: ~Human
exceptionalism, self-determination and dignity.
Human exceptionalism is founded on the
ability of humans to speak and to reason and
humans enjoy a consciousness that is exclusive
to humans. Humans are entitled to enjoy self-
determination as only humans are capable of
free thinking and self-rationalization and due to
their exceptionalism and inherent right to self-
determination, they have intrinsic self-worth
and dignity.

He refers to the ways in which human superiority
over animals has also been extended to lead to
racism, sexism and attitudes of discrimination
against human communities when they are
linked to animals. These attitudes of superiority
blind humans who are then unable to envisage
the emotions and needs of those who are not
part of the self- declared “superior” category.
Munasinghe refers to the need to imagine
a future world that goes beyond the binary
labelling popularized by the Enlightenment
if we are to establish a harmonious balance to
live with nature and with each other. He calls
for re-thinking and re-framing the discourse as
fundamental to change.

Sajeewa Chamikara in his interview questions
the inevitability of the human - wildlife conflicts
and where the responsibility for the conflictlies. If
it is man- made what then is man’s responsibility
and response? Chamikara highlights the loss of
habitats to cultivation, and development policies
that do not take into account the needs of the
animals for food and space. He sees the animals
and the rural community - both farmers and
villagers as victims and the solutions that are
discussed are expensive and short-term and
unlikely to address the problems.

Janaha Selvaras places Sri Lankas wildlife
obligations in the context of international law
and analyses the international legal dimensions
arising from the ‘human-wildlife conflict’ Given
that Sri Lanka has signed several international
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treaties pledging to protect bio diversity and
wildlife, governments are beholden to align
their development policies to these treaties
and they are required to invest resources to
protect bio diversity and wildlife. It is evident
from the articles of the other contributors that
international treaties rarely inspire national
polices, legislations and governmental actions.

Sakuna Gamage in his article “Human-Wildlife
Conflict in Sri Lanka: Media Narratives, Political
Contradictions and the Need for Sustainable
Coexistence” addresses the political dimensions
of this conflict and the media reportage which
sensationalises the conflict and the media’s
failure to use the opportunity to go beyond
the carnage of crop destruction and deaths to
critique the policies that have led to the loss of
animal habitats.

Using the intemperate remarks by the recently
appointed Minister of Agriculture, Livestock,
Land and Irrigation Minister K.D. Lal Kantha
linking the growing problem of crop damage
by wild animals (in this case monkeys) and
describing the damage caused by monkeys
as a “terrorist act” that can be countered by
the farmers with the appropriate response of
counter-terrorism. He points out the impact of
the thirty-year civil war and militarization on
Sri Lanka’s political culture. He points to the
dangers of objectifying animals, categorising
them as “the other” - an action that makes it
possible to marginalise them to the extent that
any response to “neutralise” them is morally,
legally and politically acceptable. Gamage
draws parallels from other historical narratives
where people are described as rats, vermin and
cockroaches (Nazi response to the Jews, Rwanda
to the Tutsis), thus making their extermination
acceptable. Gamage critiques the media’s role in
sensationalising the conflict and for not going
beyond it to critique the causes leading up to
these regular confrontations.

He refers to the need to develop collaborative
approaches to find solutions to human-
wildlife conflict, adopt scientific approaches
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to wildlife management, habitat restoration
and conservation and exploring non-lethal
deterrence methods to keep animals away from
the crops and villages. Sri Lanka needs to invest in
scientific monitoring of wildlife populations and
adopt wildlife-friendly agricultural practices. He
also advocates investing in community-based
solutions through community education and
awareness, community-led wildlife monitoring
and establishing conflict resolution and dialogue
platforms where farmers, conservationists, and
government officials meet and discuss prior to
finding balanced responses and solutions to
human-wildlife conflict.

The government plays a critical role in supporting
scientific research, promoting community
engagement, and implementing policies that
foster human-animal coexistence. Integrating
conservation into agricultural policy and
community education is vital and recognising
that both the human and animal population has
grown exponentially and that the loss of animal
habitats are largely due to short-sighted and
ad hoc land alienation policies points to
politicians and bureaucrats.

Through the media, the population is stirred to
have emotional responses to the human-wildlife
conflict and many parties intervene when any
solution - both short-term and temporary
solutions are proposed.

The human- wildlife conflict intersects with
matters concerning Sri Lanka’s economy, society
-how we co-exist with animals and the support
that we provide for our rural populations and
our governance institutions — are we capable of
addressing the challenges that we face through
democratic mechanisms and not through
militarised responses.



The Paradox of Seeking Refuge in Outdated
Anthropocentrism' while Imagining a

Futuristic World

Vidura Munasinghe *

“We must not forget the fact that, in
the past, many people were considered
animals and thought to lack human
Those  people,
suffered the same fate that we propose

characteristics. too,
to impose on animals today. Non-
Europeans, — i.e., those who did not
have white skin and blue eyes, and
people like us who lived in the Eastern
world were the people who suffered from

that discrimination.”

* Vidura Munasinghe is an Attorney-at-Law, translator
and researcher. He has conducted research on violence,
human rights, rural studies and postcolonial studies. He is
currently a PhD candidate at the University of Colombo.
He works as a Senior Researcher at the Law and Society
Trust.
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Introduction

A statement made by K. D. Lal Kantha, Minister
of Agriculture, Livestock, Land and Irrigation,
while addressing Parliament on 5th December
2024 regarding crop damage caused by wild
animals in the country stirred up public debate.
In his speech he stated that farmers can take any
action they wish regarding wild animals that
damage their crops in their farmlands and that
there is no legal impediment for that.> There
are many serious environmental issues in the
country, which are believed to be the result
of the irregular development activities and
improper land use that took place over the past
few decades in particular. As a result, complaints
of crop damage caused by peacocks, porcupines,
giant squirrels, wild elephants, toque macaques
and other monkeys are regularly coming to the
forefront. Following the Minister’s statement, the
news reports from all the media over the next
few days indicated that the Minister’s statement
had brought great relief to the farmers, as they
had been continuously complaining about this
issue. However, in popular discussions this issue
was labelled merely as ‘toque macaque probleny
and from this labelling it can be assumed that
the damage caused to crops by toque macaques
was considered to be more serious than that

1. “Anthropocentrism is the philosophical viewpoint arguing that
human beings are the central or most significant entities in the
world?” - https://www.britannica.com/topic/anthropocentrism

2. https://youtube/4tkQb8ytQG0?si=3BHIlieVHM2NKVs77,
accessed on 22-01-2025
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caused by all other animals. However, within
the next couple of weeks, the media managed to
extend this dialogue to the damages caused by
wild elephants and leopards as well.

Shortly after this statement had been made in
Parliament, it had become a key topic in society
and there was some criticism of the Minister’s
blithe statement “any action by the farmers was
permissible™. The Minister said in response
that the purpose of his statement was to
awaken society to take action regarding an
issue that nobody has so far dared to take any
move to resolve.* A pilot project was launched
in Matale district to catch toque macaques
and to take them to Giritale animal hospital
to get them sterilized. By this time, the toque
macaque issue had escalated to a point where
the term ‘toque macaque terrorism’ had begun
to be used’ and the media began to report it as
‘a war between toque macaques and humans.
The politicians in the government as well as an
advisor to the Minister of Agriculture called
this an ‘epidemic. Meanwhile, it was stated on
the part of the government that the government
would reconsider proposals such as capturing
and transporting the toque macaques to an
island belonging to Sri Lanka, creating a toque
macaque prison covering a large area of land
of many acres, and even considered sending
toque macaques to China, a solution which the
previous government had attempted and later
given up. Many politicians in the government,
including the Minister of Agriculture, vowed
that toque macaques would be removed from
public life and from farmlands very soon. In the
meantime, the operations to drive wild elephants
into national parks, too, had commenced, and

3. https://island.lk/proposed-action-against-wild-animals-
minister-lalkantha-has-undermined-npp-manifesto-says-
monlar/, accessed on 2612-2024

4. https://youtu.be/17ald8Qj5K8?si=SXdGRaHI85do1Fki,
accessed on 22-01-2025

5. https://tb.watch/wtcbSYOHoj/, accessed on 22-01-2025
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various Ministers, issuing statements in this
regard, said that action was being taken to free
the farmlands from wild animals.

While delivering a speech at a function held
on 13th December, the Minister of Agriculture
himself gave an explanation regarding the
multiple opinions that had been expressed on
this issue at different levels, which primarily
consisted of various populist statements and
media reports on the grievances of the people.®
The following is the explanation provided by
him on that occasion:

“Toque macaque is a problem for us ... Aren’t
we looking for solutions? We are. We are
definitely looking for solutions. That is the
history of mankind ... A problem emerges
before man along with an answer to it. A
problem, which there is no answer has
never has come across the man. Therefore,
we must approach these questions with the
determination that we will definitely find
answers to them.”

The purpose of this article is to examine the
theoretical foundations underlying this view
regarding wild animals (toque macaque and
other animals) and the measures proposed to
address them. Through this article, it is intended
to examine the basis of such thinking and the
consequences that arise from it. Acceptance of
these views in the contemporary world also raise
criticisms and counter arguments against these
views.

At the heart of this struggle is the clash of ethical
beliefs and developmental models - i.e. that
Anthropocentrism, which views human alone as
having intrinsic value, must be upheld over all
else with those of environmentalists and animal
rights activists who argue otherwise.

6. https://youtu.be/nsE02FW5pPE?si=FJKzbX3Af-0GxpKY,
accessed on 22-01-2025
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Anthropocentric Thought

Let us focus on the ideas that have been more
formally embodied in the second statement
made by the Minister of Agriculture, which
has been quoted above, in which he states that
“a problem, which there is no answer has never
has come across the man”. First, he identifies
there a category called ‘man’ — it is a category
that is distinct from others, which are non-
human. Accordingly, man has the capacity to
make any decision for the well-being of man,
and it is certainly for the existence and for the
benefit of man. In that respect, wild animals
are the ‘other, secondary to man and not as
important as man in as far as the benefit of man
is concerned. The center of this thinking is ‘man.
This thinking is rooted in the concept that we
identify as ‘anthropocentrism’ The origin of
these ideas is located in the set of ideas which we
perceive today as ‘enlightenment’

‘Enlightenment’ was a European intellectual
movement that emerged in in the 17th and
the the
center of human thought replacing God (who

18th centuries. ‘Man’ becoming
had previously been the center of human
thought) was the main characteristic of the
Enlightenment. This framework and movement
were based on the acceptance that man is the
only being possessed with reason and rationality.
René Descartes, who is considered as the father
of Western philosophy, opined that animals lack
the ability to reason. According to him, even
the most intelligent monkey or parrot is not as
intelligent as the stupidest child. He said that the
behavior of animals is not guided by thought
and that animals are only natural machines with
minds (Descartes 1976).

Immanuel Kant speaks about Enlightenment as
follows:

“Enlightenment is mans emergence from
his self-incurred immaturity. Immaturity is
the inability to use one’s own understanding

without the guidance of another....The
motto of Enlightenment is therefore: Sapere
aude! Have courage to use your own
understanding!” (Kant 1970: 54).

There is evidence which shows that in Europe,
there was no clear and static dichotomy between
humans and animals until the ‘Enlightenment’
developed the thinking that humans are
superior to all other animals. Geoftrey St. Clair
speaks of court cases in the Middle Ages where
courts had determined that certain people who
had committed crimes were animals (e.g. pigs)
and they did not belong to our species, and of
cases where animals were tried and punished
like humans on charges of theft, assault, and
murder, and in such cases, when those animals
were brought into the court room, they had been
dressed in clothes (2010). The ‘Enlightenment’
completely transformed this thinking, and
from then onwards (especially after the mid-
18th century) man was seen as an exceptional
being that directs himself unremittingly towards
progress (Moore 1994).

This idea of ‘anthropocentrism’ developed by
the ‘Enlightenment’ was not something new
to many civilizations, because in almost all
civilizations, both in the West and in the East,
practices of using animals for human needs
and sacrificing animals to superior spirits had
existed (Weitzenfeld & Joy 2014). However, it
was along with the ‘Enlightenment’ that the
anthropocentric ideas of the current form
emerged. While the ‘Enlightenment’” positioned
human agency above God, it was done so, firmly
on the basis of superiority of humans and the
subordination of animals (Bignall 2022).

There are three main features of this new
anthropocentric conceptualization:

1. Human exceptionalism- speech, reason and
consciousness are exclusive to humans

N

Self-determination- only humans are capable
of free thinking and self-rationalization
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3. Dignity- due to the above two capabilities,
humanshaveintrinsicself-worth (Weitzenfeld
& Joy 2014).

Colourism, Racism, Sexism, and
Speciesism

While the ‘Enlightenment’ positioned the
category of ‘humans’ above all the other animals,
it did not include the entire human race.
The category of ‘Human' referenced a white
European male person, free of any disabilities.
Accordingly, anyone who was different was
considered as someone who belonged to the
category of ‘non-humans. For example, when
Mary Wollstonecraft published the book
‘Vindication of the Rights of Woman’ in 1792,
Thomas Taylor, who was a highly recognized
Cambridge scholar, responded to it by writing
‘A Vindication of the Rights of Brutes’ In his book
he argued that, if Wollstonecraft’s ideas were put
into action and women were given the rights,
those rights would have to be given to dogs, cats,
and horses, too, and it would become so absurd
(Singer 2009). Even leading theologians such as
Rosemary Radford Ruether (1992) opined that
the European cities of the early modern period
had been organized around organized military
mobilization and domination over women, the
peoples of the conquered lands, and animals.

The line drawn between humans and non-
humans was extremely arbitrary, and dependent
on the context. Women, the non-elite, the sick,
the disabled, people without white skin and blue
eyes, people of different religions, and people
of different ethnicities were excluded from the
human category. On certain occasions, the said
humans were placed in a position that is even
lower than the position of some of the animals.
In fact, the category of ‘animal’ (non-human)
was used to distinguish those privileged humans
from all others. Accordingly, when ‘man’ is said
to be exceptional, it excludes a large number of
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others. This speciesism has been created merely
on an arbitrary basis and is made by those
in power with the power to distinguish and
discriminate on the basis of colour (colourism,
which asserts that white people are superior);
race (racism, which claims that certain groups of
people are superior), and sexism, (which claims
that men are superior). This categorisation is not
based on any physical and rational criteria.

Arbitrary man/ animal duality has
brought destruction to both animals
and humans

Within the categorization of colourism, racism,
sexism and speciesism, whatever is outside the
dominant power was identified not only as a
mere difference, it also implied that they were
inferior because of those differences (Corbey
1993). From the 18th century to the early 20th
century, animals as well as people brought
from the colonies and Europeans with various
disabilities were exhibited at various exhibition
spaces such as menageries, circuses, zoos, and
museums in Europe. They were always framed
not only as different, but also as alien, primitive,
or savage (Mesari¢ 2021). These were often
named as ‘ethnic shows; ‘freak shows; or ‘human
zoos' (Trupp 2011; Neogy 2021; Cariou 2016).
Groups of dancers and villagers brought from
colonial Ceylon were exhibited at these places
along with the elephants, deer, elks and tigers
brought from the East. Colonial Ceylon became
one of the business hubs of this exhibition
trade as Carl Hagenbeck, who was the leading
trader who supplied people and animals to these
exhibitions in Europe had close ties with Ceylon.
Premises known today as the National Zoological
Gardens in Dehiwala was a temporary shelter
(which was run by John Hagenbeck, a brother
of Carl Hagenbeck) where people and animals
brought from various parts of the far East and
collected from Ceylon were kept before being
shipped to Europe.
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“The human zoo was the receptacle of
vengeance and contemptuous remarks, they
were relegated from an inferior position to
the level of ‘beasts’ and ‘ferocious’ creatures,
even a slightest contact with them might
taint a persons reputation and social
standing.” (Neogy 2021: 28).

One of the main objectives of running these
exhibition spaces was to display the animals
and the people brought from the lands they had
conquered (Asia and Africa). Watching these
people and animals which Europeans considered
inferior, vulgar and barbaric at these exhibition
premises gave ordinary white Europeans a
colonialist sentiment of superiority and victory
who were unable to take part in the conquest.
To further intensify this feeling, dramatic
performances of the taming of these animals
were an essential part of these exhibitions (Tait
2016).

The next level of this entertainment was to give
the wealthy Europeans the opportunity to go to
the conquered lands of the East to hunt these
animals. These hunting tours became extremely
popular among the European nobility and the
wealthy and these tours not only gave them a
sense of superiority, but also an opportunity
to display the power and wealth required to
undertake such a tour. Walter Campbell, who
was a famous tiger hunter in colonial India,
reporting his experiences, used the term “facing
him like a Briton” (Sramek 2006).

“Within the context of colonialism, hunting
represented a different configuration of
power than that previously reflected in
the relationship between a king and his
subject. .... for the British sportsmen in
India, hunting became an indirect way of
domination of western cultures over restless
‘natives’, which also represented the victory
of European culture over nature”

(Hussain 2010: 113).
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This strict division between ‘man’ and ‘animals’
has always been used to portray the ‘other, who
is categorized as ‘non-human, in negative or
regressive and destructive ways such as dark,
irrational, terrible, immoral, cruel and vulgar.
In this division, the one who belongs to the
animal category is identified as someone who
lacks consciousness, self-determination (unlike
humans), and is always seen as a threat to the
existence of humans. Therefore, it is legitimate
to take any step to expel or destroy this ‘other,
which is demonic, in order to protect humans
(Braidotti 2013). Thus, what the ‘man’ and
‘animal’ distinction has actually done is to
formulate the logic that is needed by those who
are included in the ‘human’ category to make
use of the one that is included in the ‘animal’
category, in any manner as they wish. It is the
justification needed for oppressing, suppressing,
and ultimately killing them for whatever reason,
whether it is for fun, for their identity, for
economic gains, or for exploitation. For example,
in the Nazi propaganda mechanism, Jews were
considered as parasites and worms (animals).
During the Tutsi genocide in Rwanda, the
Tutsi people were labeled as cockroaches. What
has been understood from studies about Nazi
criminals was that xenophobia, ethnocentrism,
and the desire to use social power for domination
can create a mentality that motivates people to
commit genocide. In such thinking, those who
are subjugated from humanity are a threat to
humanity (Jorgensen 2016). In order to destroy
them, one does not have to hate them. As they
are not human beings, there is no need to worry
about them (Moshman 2007). As Theodor
Adorno stated, one may think that there is a
fundamental similarity between the moment
one looks at a slaughterhouse and thinks that
these are just animals and the moment one
imagines Auschwitz where Jews were massacred
(Rigby 2009).

Vol 33 | Issue 351 | March 2025 &3 @NAVANAIA
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The world is changing

One of the fundamental problems in the Western
‘Enlightenment’ is viewing animals as resources
that can be used or discarded for our own benefit
(Regan 1986). The attitude that existed towards
animals until the end of the 19th century was
that, if humans had any moral concern for an
animal, it was because of the moral obligation
they had towards the owner of that particular
animal (Francione 2004). With the development
of new academic knowledge systems such as
anthrozoology, ecocentrism, environmental
ethics, deep ecology and animal liberation,
the humanistic self-portrayal of ‘human’ has
come under criticism for being male-centric-
Eurocentric and framing ‘other’ as negative,
irrational, amoral, feminine, dangerous and

non-Western (Braidotti 2013; Kopnina 2020).

According to Java Singh, ‘man’ is not a universal
term, and the term ‘animal’ does not always
include all non-humans. What actually exists
is not a binary between humans and animals,
but an inter-species web of humanized man,
humanized animal, animalized human and
animalized animal, of whom the position changes
according to different situations that oscillate on
the interconnection between the people who are
in the positions of power (2018). In the book
entitled “The Open: Man and Animal, Giorgio
Agamben (2002) argues that who is human
and who is animal is the result of what he calls
the ‘anthropological machine’. At one time, this
mechanism transformed some humans into
humans, and later it transformed some humans
into those who bear less humanity. It is this
mechanism that has created the human-animal
binary throughout the history. It has put some
humans into the category of non-humans and
has humanized some animals (ibid.).

At present, the anthropocentrism, which was
created by the Western Enlightenment based
on the arbitrary, barbaric and artificial binary of
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man/animal has been challenged. Accordingly,
the concept of anthropocentrism is considered
today as another extremism similar to colourism,
racism, and sexism. Accordingly, if it is wrong to
inflict avoidable pain on humans because they
are sentient beings, it is morally wrong to inflict
pain on other sentient beings (Hayward 1997). It
has been discovered that animals such as killer
whales, elephants, and gorillas protest against
being forced to work and oppressed. It has been
found that these protests have been prepared
for a long time and they have even planned
for it (Haribal 2006). It has been observed that
animals, too, feel pain and they empathize with
the others when others are in pain, and that
they have perceptions of death and sometimes
display behaviours similar to mourning and
departing rituals for the dead (St. Clair 2010;
Wadivel 2016; Walide 2000). The question raised
here is whether our failure to examine the minds
of those considered as non-human, which are
subject to the limits of our knowledge, gives us
an ethical right to exploit them for our benefit
(Hayward 1997).

Jacques Derrida explains in his book ‘The
Animal That Therefore I Am’ that animals are not
only objects that are subject to the human gaze,
but that they can return the gaze to humans, too.
The moment these gazes meet each other is a
non-violent encounter, contrary to the violence
embedded in homogenization of animality.
According to his view, the category that is
identified as animals cannot be homogenized
without using violence and deliberate disregard
of the knowledge that life exists in an immense
multiplicity (Derrida 2002).

Today this new turn in understanding is
identified as a post-anthropocentric paradigm
shift (Ferrando 2016). In this new vision,
attempts are being made to address this blind
spot in Western knowledge by admitting that
animals have their own agency (Klixbill 2016).
In the same way as postmodernity is understood

11
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asamultifaceted confluence of human voices that
have been silenced in the historical development
of humanity, post- anthropocentric paradigm
shift has added non-human voices to it (Ferrando
2016). Accordingly, there is growing acceptance
that it will not at all be possible to put an end to
violence against animals as long as animals are
seen as inferior to us, as something that is less
important than us and as a property that belong
to us. According to Gary L. Francione, we cannot
escape the ‘moral schizophrenia’ that we feel
whenever we think about how we have treated
animals throughout the history (Francione
2004).

Conclusion

The objective of this article was to examine the
ideological stance of the discussions that took
place in recent days regarding the issue of crop
damage by the wild animals that have created a
big controversy in the country and to examine
the history of such ideas. The statement made
in Parliament by the Minister of Agriculture,
who can be considered as an official voice of
the government, and the explanation given by
him on a later occasion were clearly based on
a stance that we need to stand on the side of
the humans. They suggest that we need to find
an answer to the problem by prioritizing the
need of the humans and eliminate wild animals
from the human life. The media reports which
followed these statements were also clearly based
on that stance. At one extreme, even the decision
to destroy wild animals for the good of the
man was proposed within this context. Other
various direct and indirect measures were also
proposed as solutions. However, the ideas on
human/ animal duality have now moved beyond
the Enlightenment anthropocentrism. They are
no longer based on the theoretical foundations
that existed until the 19th century. Now it is not
all about simply a compassion towards animals.
Treating animals in a more ethical manner within
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the framework of capitalism which promotes
unlimited growth, profit and consumerism is
criticized today as a liberal ideology that conceals
real exploitation. What is accepted today is that
both humans and animals should be freed from
exploitation by moving beyond this arbitrary
and unjust division of human and animal (Wilde
2000).

The acceptance that animals are less developed
than humans is now getting weakened with
the development of science, and it has been
discovered that a large number of characteristics
which were considered unique to humans, such
as rationality, the feeling of pain, empathy, and
the ability to react to and resist death, are present
in animals as well. We must not forget the fact
that, in the past, many people were considered
animals and thought to lack these human
characteristics. Those people, too, suffered the
same fate that we propose to impose on animals
today. Non-Europeans, — i.e., those who did not
have white skin and blue eyes, and people like us
who lived in the Eastern world were the people
who suffered from that discrimination. Male and
disabled Europeans also suffered the same fate.
Today, even though we know that people are
not at all equal physically and in terms of their
capacities, we accept that all people are equal. , at
least theoretically equal. Because we accept the
premise that all humans as equal we advocate
that all humans should be treated equally. The
right to equality is not based on their equal
capacities, but is recognized as an inherent right.
However, we do not think in the same way when
it comes to animals. To arrive at the presumption
that all humans should be treated equally, we
had to struggle against various discriminatory
logics such as racism, sexism, and colourism.
However, even today, there are arguments that
justify all these discriminations. Speciesism is
another such discrimination that is similar to all
the aforementioned ideologies.
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THE PARADOX OF SEEKING REFUGE IN OUTDATED ANTHROPOCENTRISM WHILE IMAGINING A FUTURISTIC WORLD

Based on this understanding we need to imagine

a future world beyond the binary labeling

popularized by the Enlightenment. We need a

world which goes beyond imaging that the well-

being of one can only be secured by demonizing

another. World history reminds us that such a

way of thinking has not done good to anyone.

The framework for such a futuristic world view

can be found, simply stated in the very preamble

of the election manifesto of the National People’s

Power. It’s preamble states:

“We will move away from anthropocentric
thinking that places man as the sole owner
of the earth, which conflicts with nature
and aims to co-exist with all elements of
the environment to maintain the balance of
ecosystems”.- Page 6, ‘A Thriving Nation, A
Beautiful Life’
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Human - Wildlife Conflict:
Inevitable or Man-made?

Interview with Sajeewa Chamikara*

Interviewed by Vidura Munasinghe

“Today, one victim (the farmer) has
been incited against another victim
(the animals). The media very cleverly
set this trap, and the government is also
caught in it. Now it is like a tangled ball
of string, and they are getting further
entangled in it and are unable and

unwilling to unravel it”

* Sajeewa Chamikara is an environmentalist who has
long been involved in environmental conservation,
environmental education, and environmental issues and
rights. He currently works as a researcher for the Movement
for Land and Agricultural Reform (MONLAR).
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We have observed that, since November and
December 2024, there has been growing
public concern about the damage being caused
to crops by wild animals and the impact it has
had on farming communities. It was even
said on certain occasions that a situation has
arisen where agriculture cannot be continued
further in this country due to the threat posed
by wild animals. This was not only reiterated
by members of the government, but they made
very controversial statements, and various
measures were also initiated. Many views were
expressed on behalf of the farmers and against
the wild animals, while some expressed
concern for the wild animals. Does a conflict
really exist between wild animals and farmers
as it is said, and if so, how was it created?

A problem has obviously arisen and I will point
out some of its main features. Firstly, this is an
issue that has been created by man and worsened
over the past decade or so. This situation has
been created through a large number of arbitrary
measures that have nothing to do with the
real needs of our country and that have been
implemented, paying no regard for maintaining
ecological balance. Wild animals
widespread loss of habitats through the clearing
of forests as well as many other human activities.
Despite the loss off habitats, some animal species
have been able to ensure their survival even in

face a

unfamiliar environmental conditions due to
the unique adaptation capacities they possess.
The defeat of some other animal species in the
battle for their survival has also contributed to
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this situation. In addition to these, many other
human activities have further aggravated and
complicated this issue. As we take measures to
create new human settlements, some animals
that have lost their habitats are moving about
in search of food and invade the new human
settlements.

You said that the loss of habitats of wild
animals is a major factor that has contributed
to this situation. How has it happened? Today,
it is often said that wild animals are venturing
out into villages. Or, is it that people have
entered the forest and taken it over is what has
happened? What has really happened?

After the war ended and the implementation of
the National Physical Plan there has been large-
scale clearing of forests for various projects and
for large-scale cultivations of commercial crops.
This was especially rapid during the last 15 years
or so. As a result, the interconnection between
the reservation and national park network
became fragmented. Animals that used to move
about through those forests, especially elephants,
were now confined to small forest areas. This has
created serious difficulties for these animals in
finding the food and water they need.

We hold wrong beliefs that animals lived and
should live only in forests. There were forests in
this country; there were grasslands; there were
paddy fields; there were human settlements, and
there used to be an interconnection between
all these spaces. About 60% of the elephant
population in Sri Lanka live outside reserved
areas. We never had forest reserves with the
capacity to provide the elephants with enough
food and water to keep them within those
reserves. Therefore, forests, grasslands, and other
lands such as chenas were shared by humans and
wild animals. This helped to protect the paddy
fields and human settlements to a greater extent.
For example, livestock farming, particularly
cattle farming, took place in the grasslands. At
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times, elephants, too, came there in search of
food. When the chenas were abandoned for
some time, they became a source of food for
cattle. Elephants, too, enjoyed the harvest of the
left-over crops of the previous season in these
abandoned chenas. There even were times when
elephants came to the paddy fields between the
two seasons. However, the elephants were able
to find their food without coming to the human
settlements. But over time, the forests where
animals live have been largely destroyed and have
become smaller in extent. Today the elephants
cannot find adequate food at all in these small
forest areas. Lands that used to be grasslands and
paddy fields are now being used for large-scale
monocrop cultivations. All the grasslands and
chena lands, mainly in the Dry Zone, have been
converted into permanent farmlands for large-
scale cultivation of sugarcane and maize. As a
result, the people have lost all the lands that were
available for cattle farming. Therefore, cattle
farmers have started taking their herds of cattle
into the forest. The businessmen who own large
herds of cattle have the political support and
they use their financial power to access forest
resources.

The cattle farming industry, which once spread
all over Sri Lanka, is now concentrated in these
limited forest areas. This situation can be seen
in Lunugamvehera, Udawalawa, Maduru Oya,
Gal Oya, Minneriya and other areas. At present,
the grasslands in the forest areas are completely
occupied by cattle. Elephants mostly eat grasses.
After the cattle have eaten the grass, the elephants
lose the limited food that is available to them
in the forest. The other issue is that buffaloes
lie in large numbers in the water holes in the
forest, which are used by elephants to drink and
to bathe. As a result, when the elephants come
out of the forest in search of food they do not
have the chenas and the grasslands that were
there outside the forest. Instead, there are large-
scale farmlands in which commercial crops
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are grown. Unlike chenas, which are used by
elephants when abandoned, these farmlands are
not abandoned even for a single season of the
year. They are permanent farmlands protected
by electric fences. Therefore, the elephants have
to come to paddy fields and human settlements
in search of food and water. The chenas, as I said
earlier, were used as feeding grounds by toque
macaques, monkeys, porcupines, peacocks and
wild boars during the Yala Season, in which food
and water are scarce. Now all those chenas have
disappeared and the forest has become smaller
for the toque macaques and for other small
animals too, and they too have lost the food
sources such as chenas outside the forest.

Has our traditional plantations contributed to
this situation? Has any change occurred in the
plantations in the same way as grasslands have
disappeared and large-scale commercial crops
have emerged?

Well, there have been changes in them as well.
Animals such as monkeys used to live in rubber
plantations, but now, rubber and tea plantations
have been removed and oil palm plantations have
been expanded. Animals such as giant squirrels,
toque macaques and wild boars do not come to
oil palm plantations. In this way, the animals have
been driven away from those lands as well. On
the other hand, we have cultivated exotic plants
and non-native plants such as eucalyptus, acacia,
pine, and teak as forest plantations throughout
the country, mainly in the central hills. Animals
do not come to any of these forest plantations
— none of these plantations has become habitats
for animals.

You spoke about the impacts of releasing the
lands that used to be chena cultivations and
grasslands for large-scale commercial crop
cultivations. Hasn’t the idea that we need large-
scale commercial crop cultivations rather
than the cultivations done by our farmers on
small plots of land been talked about for a
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long period of time? Hadn’t such cultivations
been started at an earlier time, even before the
period of last 10-15 years?

Well, institutions including the World Bank
have been proposing this to us since the 1950s.
In the 1980s, large-scale cultivations such as
tobacco were started with the implementation of
the accelerated Mahaweli Development Project.
Companies such as Booker Tate were allowed to
start large-scale sugarcane cultivations on tens
of thousands of acres of land in areas such as
Pelwatte. This resulted in destruction of forests.
Further, after the war had ended, large extents of
land that had been inaccessible due to the war
became accessible. With the initiation of the
National Physical Plan these lands were released
for large-scale commercial crop cultivations. On
the other hand, the price of lands that was used
for chena cultivations in many areas drastically
increased. With this price increase, it became
easier for companies to buy and to accumulate the
lands which farmers were struggling to cultivate
with great difficulties due to unfavourable
conditions. These companies were able to join
together the lands acquired from farmers in this
manner, the lands that were under Buddhist
Temporalities (Amendment) Act which were
forest lands and the lands acquired through the
Divisional Secretaries on long-term leases and
to start large-scale commercial cultivations.
This situation can be clearly seen in districts
such as Monaragala, Polonnaruwa, Ampara and
Kurunegala.

During this time, there emerged a new middle
class stratum that was closely associated with
the political class in power at that time. With
the end of the war and the development of the
road network, the businessmen of this new
middle class in urban areas were able to travel
to remote areas within a short time. Although
these businessmen, who had the political
backing, were not as big as the companies, they
have acquired land on long-term lease through
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Divisional Secretaries for cultivations. Apart
from that, they have also accumilated the small
lands cultivated by farmers under permits and
grants either by purchasing them informally
or under lease agreements and have converted
them into large land units of 50 - 60 acres. As
done by the companies, these new businessmen,
too, used the lands that had previously been
used as chenas or that used to be grasslands
for commercial cultivations. Previously, both
humans and the animals had access to these
lands. Now, these lands have been converted
into large farmlands; big electric fences have
been built around them to prevent animals
from entering, and large-scale irrigation systems
such as drip irrigation systems have been built
and cultivations have been started. Now, as the
animals cannot enter these protected areas,
they are concentrated in the remaining small
farms owned by the farmers. Farmers can now
see that more and more animals are coming to
their fields because these animals have been
completely driven away from the lands that
are used for commercial cultivations. As I said
earlier, food for wild animals became scarce in
the forests as cattle farmers direct their cattle
into the forest due to the loss of grasslands on
which the cattle used to feed, and this prompts
animal to enter human settlements to find food.
As per the National Physical Plan, it is proposed
to create more commercial farmlands in the
North Central, Eastern and Northern provinces.
The extent of land that was recently allocated for
aloe vera cultivation alone in the Anuradhapura
district was 100,000 acres. If this practice
continues, this situation will worsen.

Now there has arisen the problem of the spread
of invasive plants in our forests, hasn’t there?
Has this become an obstacle for the animals to
find their food in the forests?

Yes, certainly. Clearing of forests, entering of
cattle into the forests, and the spread of invasive
plants in the forests are the major factors that
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have contributed towards depriving the animals
of their habitat. With the implementation of
the Mahaweli Project, plants known as thorny
bamboo (Mammillaria occidentalis) and giant
mimosa (Mimosa pigra) were grown to increase
the stability of the banks of the Mahaweli River.
Today, these two plant species have spread
throughout the reserves in an extremely invasive
manner. Wild animals do not live in the areas
where these plants have spread, and elephants do
not live there. Animals such as toque macaques,
that like to live in areas associated with a water
system, had to move away from the areas close
to the banks of the Mahaweli River as plants
such as giant mimosa were grown on either side
of the Mahaweli River. Now these plants have
spread into the forests as well. If an animal like a
toque macaque gets entangled in such plants, it
can even cause death to the animal. That is why
they do not go to the areas where those plants
have grown. Apart from that, the plant species
known as Gini Thana (Panicum maximum),
which is spreading throughout the forests in
the Dry Zone, is a dangerous invasive plant. It
was introduced to farmlands to be grown to
feed cattle. Now it is spreading uncontrollably
throughout the forests. Gandapana (Lantana
camara), was brought as an ornamental plant,
but it is now spreading rapidly and invasively
throughout the forests.

We have not yet found out how the plant known
as Kalapu Andara (Prosopis juliflora) has come
to the forest. The invasive plant species known as
Kalapu Andara and the Katu Pathok (Cactoblastis
cactorum) are currently spreading in the natural
forest systems along the coast. None of these
plants are eaten by any animal. As a result, a
situation has been created where wild animals
cannot live and find food in the areas where these
plants have spread. This situation has forced the
animals to come out of the forests in search of
food. Now, they no longer have the chenas and
the grasslands that were outside the forests. So
they are forced to come to human settlements to
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find food. As there are no grasslands now, cattle
owners are used to setting fire to the forests
where Gini Thana has spread across in order to
produce food for the cattle. They do so because
the cattle only eat the tender leaves of the Gini
Thana plant. People illegally set fire to these
forests during dry weather in order to get new
tender leaves from these plants — the new leaves
that come with the next rain will be food for
the cattle. Setting fire to forests in this manner,
deprives the animals of the forests they live and
poses a serious threat to their survival.

Situations have been created where forest
degradation and fragmentation have taken
place and food has become scarce in the forests,
and as animals are deprived of the lands that
man shared with them outside the forests, it is
reasonable that animals are now coming out of
the forests in search of food. At the beginning
of this interview, you said that animals are
attracted to human settlements due to certain
human activities. What are those activities?

Well, at present, there are 58 large-scale
garbage dumping sites within and adjacent to
forest reserves in the Dry Zone. Animals that
have been deprived of the forest as well as the
feeding grounds outside the forests are now
attracted to these garbage dumping sites. They
get accustomed to eating the food that man
eats. These garbage dumping sites are located
close to human settlements. Then these animals
gradually move from the garbage dumping sites
towards human settlements. Further, as animals
that come from different areas in search of
food gather at these locations, there occurs an
increase in the population of animals as well.
The growing of animals also results in animal
population entering villages.

Furthermore, several places of worship are
located in some reserved forests. The number
of people visiting these places has increased.
Animals are attracted to the flowers, milk rice
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and cooked food that are used for religious
rituals. In addition to these places of worship,
there also are places with tourist attractions
in the forest reserves which animals frequent.
Visitors to these places of worship and to these
tourist attractions throw away waste. They also
feed the animals. Animals that are faced with
a food shortage in the forest get attracted to
these places. Then their population increases as
it happened at the garbage dumping sites, and
they get used to the types food that humans eats.
They are gradually drawn to human settlements.
People also feed the wild animals that come to
areas near human settlements out of compassion
towards those animals. Then those animals
get used to those areas. When they get used to
eating such food, they continue to stay in the
settlements where such food is available.

It is clear from your narrative that wild
animals have been deprived of their habitats
and they have been forced to come to human
settlements, and that we have also created
conditions that further attract the helpless
animals to human settlements and prompt
them to stay there. However, the controversy
that has arisen at present is not regarding all
wild animals, it is regarding a few animals
such as the toque macaque, the giant squirrel,
the elephants and the peacocks. If all the wild
animals have lost their habitats, why have only
these animals come to human settlements?

Not all animals can adapt to new conditions
when they have lost their habitats. Some species
become extinct. For example, 19 out of the 34
species of amphibians that became extinct in
the whole world during 1950-2000 period were
endemic to Sri Lanka. Some others continue
to live while challenging the changes that have
occurred in this land. The elephant is a good
example for that. Although they cannot adapt
to a large extent, they are adapting to some
extent and they are trying to confront the new
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conditions. It is not possible to say how long they
will be able to continue to live in this manner.
Some other species are able to establish their
existence in the same lands even as their habitats
have changed. They have the capacity to secure
their existence in the newly created agricultural
lands or human settlements. Animals such as the
toque macaque and the giant squirrel are able to
establish their existence in the environmental
conditions changed by humans even though
they lose their natural ecosystem. They are able
to ensure their survival eating the new food they
find in agricultural lands or human settlements.

Although many animals adapted to these new
environments, they face the disruption of the
balanced mechanism on which their existence
depended. In many instances the predator
species that helped maintain their populations
within the capacity of their ecosystem may not be
presentin this new environment. Those predators
may become extinct or their populations may
decrease in this new environment. For example,
the populations of predators such leopards have
decreased because they cannot establish their
survival near human settlements. In this context,
animals like the toque macaque, which adapted
to the new environment, have the opportunity to
thrive and their populations are not threatened as
there are no predators in the human settlements.

Asregards the city of Colombo, ithasbeen created
by destroying a wetland ecosystem. Animals
such as the porcupine that used to live there
also live in the new and changed environment,
too. If we travel in Colombo at night, we can
see porcupines even near the main roads.
They have been able to survive despite losing
their habitat. Even though the environmental
conditions necessary for their survival are
unfavourable, they have been able to survive due
to the decrease in natural predators, which is an
advantage for their survival. The gray monkey of
the Dry Zone and the toque macaque in the wet
zone have gained this ability. The population of
peacocks, which used to live in the Dry Zone,
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has increased. It is because the population of
the natural predators of peacocks such as the
fox has decreased due to environmental change.
On the other hand, peacocks have been able
to survive even near human settlements. Due
to this advantage, the peacock population is
growing. As the population grows, there arises
a great competition among them for food and
for mates. Due to this competition, they start
coming from their previous areas to new areas
for their survival. That is how the peacock, which
used to live in the Dry Zone, has now come to
the wet zone.

Today, efforts are being made to confine the
wild animals that have lost their habitats and
have come to farmlands and settlements to the
forests. However, this is not possible. The forests
where animals used to live have been destroyed,
and the networks that connected forests has
been broken. Animals did not always live only
in forests - both humans and animals shared
some lands. Now we have destroyed those lands.
Even in the forests that exist at present, man has
destroyed the conditions that are favourable for
the existence of animals. If we consider elephants
for example, a great effort was made recently to
drive elephants into the forests, but it failed. We
have tried and failed to do this, many times since
the 1960s. On each of such occasions, a large
number of elephant calves and she-elephants
suffered and some animals died in the forests due
to lack of food. Each time this forced relocation
of elephants was conducted, it resulted in a new
and more intense round of human - elephant
conflicts and the farmers were becoming more
and more oppressed. Therefore, this problem
cannot be solved except by providing the
necessary and appropriate habitats for animals
the
between forests and by accepting that we must

and by establishing inter-connection

share resources between humans and animals in
some lands. Only then we will be able to keep
the animals away from our settlements. Instead
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of building a new approach to managing the
human- animal conflict, we are currently adding
more and more mistakes to those that we have
already made and further complicating the
problem.

You said that this issue has intensified during
the last 10-15 years. Many development
processes that result in the destruction of
habitats of animals have been carried out in
the recent history of this country. Why are you
focusing more on the most recent period?

has
throughout the recent history in our country.

Degradation of forests taken place
However, despite the environmental impacts
caused by such projects, they did not created
any severe conflict between wild animals and
farmers like what we see today. Three large-scale
interventions related to the environment of this
country can be identified in the recent history.
The first was the introduction of commercial
crops — first coffee and cinchona, and later tea
and rubber — in the Wet Zone by the British
during the colonial period. Forests were cleared
on a large scale for those cultivations. That was
the first large-scale environmental destruction
in the recent history. We do not observe
that there had been any opposition from the
native people regarding that environmental
destruction. However, people like George Henry
Kendrick Thwaites, who was the custodian of
the Peradeniya Botanical Gardens from 1849 to
1879, have complained about this destruction.

The second phase of the large-scale intervention
in the environment began with the farmers’
colonization schemes in Sri Lanka. Although
it was initiated in the latter half of the colonial
period, it was operated more intensely after
independence. With the implementation of this
scheme, a massive destruction of forests took
place in the Dry Zone. Large reservoirs were
constructed. Although there was no recognition
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for the importance of protecting the environment
for development during this period, steps were
taken to protect some forests systems in order
to protect the watersheds of the large reservoirs
that were built. For example, the Gal Ovya
National Park was declared in 1954 along with
the construction of the Gal Oya Project and
the Senanayake Samudraya. The Udawalawa
National Park was declared in 1972 along with
the construction of the Walawa Project and the
Udawalawa Reservoir.

In 1961, the Mahaweli Project Master Plan was
presented. Accordingly, under the Mahaweli
Project that was launched in 1964, large-scale
reservoirs, farmlands and settlements were to
be created. This was the second phase of the
large-scale destruction of natural habitats of
animals. Until the 1960s, pressure was to use
the forests aggressively for human purposes. It
was considered to be some kind of a crime if the
forests were not cleared and not utilized for any
purpose by humans.

In the 1960s and the 1970s, the Mahaweli Project
was implemented gradually, but after 1977, the
project began to be implemented very rapidly.
It was termed as the Accelerated Mahaweli
Project (AMP). Conservation experts such as
Thilo Hoffman made some interventions and
forced the government to take action regarding
the indiscriminate environmental destruction
caused by the Project. Hoffman, took the
initiative to prevent cutting down of trees in the
Sinharaja forest to obtain timber for the Plywood
Corporation in the 1970s. The famous report
called the TAMP Report was prepared in order
to provide habitats for the animals, including
elephants, that were losing their habitats due to
the implementation of the Accelerated Mahaweli
Project. A large number of national parks,
sanctuaries and corridors connecting forests
were created to prevent the loss of habitats of
these animals. A number of large areas such as
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the Victoria-Rantambe-Randenigala Sanctuary,
Minneriya National Park, Kaudulla National
Park, Wasgamuwa National Park, Flood Plains
National Park, and Maduru Oya National Park
were gradually declared to mitigate the loss
of habitat. I am not saying that environmental
problems did not arise from to the Mahaweli
Project, but certain strategies were adopted to
network the forest systems on a scientific basis
to minimize the problems. A network of forests
was created with the Gal Oya National Park,
Puwakpale-Nilgala Forest Reserve, Maduru
Ovya, Minneriya, Kaudulla, Wasgamuwa, Flood
Plains National Parks, and Thrikonamadu
Nature Reserve with the inclusion of the existing
reserves as well. If these national parks had
not been created, a massive human-elephant
conflict would have arisen in the Mahaweli
regions. At that time, the concept of ‘sustainable
development’ had not even been introduced to
the world. Until 1992, the world had not accepted
it as a principle.

It was while all these things were happening, the
third phase of the problem was implemented. The
third phase, was more severe than the combined
impact of phase I and II It came through the
implementation of the National Physical Plan.
It was implemented remorselessly since 2011
without any consideration for environmental
conservation and within a very short period the
negative impacts were seen.

Projects such as the Mahaweli Project were
implemented in a world where concepts
like sustainable development had not been
and
Plan
without taking any of the elements of sustainable

formulated. But today, we are creating
implementing the National Physical
development into consideration at a time
when the whole world has accepted that no
development can be achieved by destroying the

environment.
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this
explained a large number of factors that have
contributed to the destruction of habitats of
animals. However, you have linked all those

Throughout discussion, you have

factors to this so-called National Physical Plan.
What exactly is the National Physical Plan?

As I said earlier, after the war had come to an
end in 2009, the access was gained to large parts
of the country that were previously inaccessible
due to the war. The National Physical Planning
Department, which functions under the Urban
Development Authority, created a long-term
development plan covering all of Sri Lanka.
Although the National
Department is an old department, until that

Physical Planning
time they had a limited mandate and prepared
plans in a very limited manner. However, on
this occasion a very comprehensive plan was
prepared, but it has been prepared without
taking the views of the local communities into
consideration or conducting a proper study
of the impact it may have on the environment.
The most important motivating factor at that
time was the imprudent needs of the politicians
of the day to fulfill the wishes of China, which
the government at that time accepted as our
main development partner. To gain short-term
benefits the government of the day bound us to
the Chinese economic strategy. In line with this
initiative, China provided training to officials
of the National Physical Planning Department
and to the academics from the universities who
were involved in that department. The National
Physical Plan, which was finalized in 2011,
contained a large number of projects that had
been planned to be completed by 2030.

By this time, China was developing a strategy
to expand the Chinese economic dominance
throughout the world, using the fabled Silk Road
and the sea route. They provided us guidance on
creating the necessary physical infrastructure
in countries like ours to operationalize their
plans. The conceptualization for this initial
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plan was launched by China in 2013 more
comprehensively as a long-term plan called the
“Belt and Road Initiative”. Although the Belt and
Road Initiative had not been launched by the
time Sri Lanka prepared the National Physical
Plan, elements of that strategy were included in
the National Physical Plan. After the launch of
Belt and Road Initiative, the previously prepared
2011-2030 National Physical Plan was updated
accordingly in 2017 and was presented as the
2017-2050 National Physical Plan, which was
carried forward thereafter.

Under the 2011-2030 National Physical Plan, it
had been planned to develop 5 metro regions
— one in the North, two in the East, one in the
West and one in the South — as 5 economic
zones. All the projects that were implemented
through the intervention of Mahinda Rajapaksa
in Hambantota in the South were implemented
in accordance with the planned metro region
in the South. After the war in the North had
ended, the people were not allowed to return
to their original lands, and the environment
necessary to implement the metro region of the
North was created by occupying those lands.
The expressway system had been planned to
connect these planned megacities with one
another. Furthermore, it had also been planned
to connect it to the Asian Expressway Network
through Dhanushkodi in India. Under this plan,
it had been planned to construct a number
of airports and a number of coal power plants
including Sampur to provide energy to these
megacities. Water supply projects had been
planned to provide water to those megacities.
The Uma Oya project was planned to provide
water to the megacity in the South. The Yan Oya
project was planned to provide water to the East.
The Moragahakanda-Kalu Ganga project was
planned to provide water to the North. Parallel
to these megacities, a number of sub-cities had
been planned, too. Mannar is one such sub-city.
Industrial zones had been planned around a
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number of those sub-cities. Projects such as the
Lower Malwathu Oya project had been planned
to provide water to such industrial zones. All
of these had been included as a network in the
National Physical Plan.

Some of the projects that had been planned
previously as development strategies before
2011, which were in line with this master
plan, were also added to this master plan. An
example for that is the Magampura Port. It was
a plan that had been in place before this. That
is why the Karagam Levaya Sanctuary, which
was declared a sanctuary at the end of 2003,
existed only for 2 weeks. The then Minister of
Environment declared it as a sanctuary, but it
was repealed after 2 weeks, because President
Chandrika realized that it was by expanding the
Karagam Levaya that the planned Hambantota
Port could be constructed. It is in the Karagam
Levaya Sanctuary area that the port has since
been constructed. It was at the same time that
President Chandrika removed 48% of the land
of the Bundala Sanctuary from the sanctuary
and limited its area in order to provide lands for
the future investments that would come after the
port had been built. These decisions were made
before the National Physical Plan was prepared.
The Physical Plan incorporated
previously proposed projects that were in line
with its objectives.

National

In the 2017-2050 National Physical Plan, the
previously proposed metro regions are further
developed as a Megapolis. According to the
previous plan, it had been planned to build
Hambantota as the metro region and to develop
Galle and Matara as sub-cities. However, as per
the new plan, it has been proposed to expand the
Southern city up to Ambalangoda by connecting
all the cities. After Ranil Wickremasinghe
became the President, he stated that Sri Lanka
would become a developed country by 2048.
This was one example which shows Sri Lanka’s
alignment with the Chinese economic strategy,
which I spoke about earlier. It must be noted
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that 2048 is the year by which China expects to
complete the Belt and Road initiative. All the
measures that have been implemented to make
Sri Lanka a developed country by 2048 are those
that are in the National Physical Plan. What
happened there was only to change the planned
duration of the activities by replacing year 2048
with year 2050.

Every project that was implemented from
2011 to 2024 was implemented within the
framework of this National Physical Plan.
There were differences in the intensity of its
implementation.
Mahinda Rajapaksa was in power we saw the
most intensive implementation of the National
Physical Plan. During that time, we were under
the tightest grip of China. Large-scale fraud and
corruption were associated with those projects.
With the ending of the war, the government
gained unlimited power and Mahinda Rajapaksa
capitalized on it to build a powerful image. It
enabled him to do anything he wanted and he
turned the environmental impact assessment
process upside down ignoring environmental
management
strategy. Unlike in the previously implemented
Mahaweli project, the National Physical Plan did
not have a conservation strategy that goes hand
in hand with the development strategies. This
created a severely problematic situation. There
is no concept of networking of forest systems.
The main reason for this is that it is completely
tied to the development strategy of China that is
beyond our control. Therefore the damage that
it will cause to us has not at all been taken into

During the period when

and sustainable development

consideration.

Itis understood from your explanation that the
National Physical Plan has long-term impacts
and it has a serious impact on land use and
the environment. Is there any evidence which
demonstrates a clear link between the loss of
habitats of wildlife that we are talking about
today and the National Physical Plan?
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When we study the statistics, we see that until
2009, the number of elephants that were killed
per year due to the human-elephant conflict has
remained at less than 100. The number of people
killed during that period has remained at 30 - 40.
After 2010 - 2011, there has been a big increase
and these numbers have been increasing year
after year. The number of elephants that were
killed last year was more than 450 and the
number of human deaths was nearly 140. The
areas in which farmers have been affected due
to damage by wild animals and the areas where
projects under the National Physical Plan are
currently being implemented coincide. For
example, it is in the North-Western region
that the highest extent of forest degradation
has occurred. The main causes for this are the
commercial plantations — teak plantations have
been established in forests. The human-elephant
conflict has increased significantly in the
areas where the Moragahakanda-Kalu Ganga
irrigation projects have been implemented.
The human-elephant conflict has intensified
significantly as elephants have lost their habitats
due to the large-scale clearing of forests for the
Hambantota development projects. Similarly,
the issue of toque macaques in villages has also
been intensified due to the large-scale clearing of
forests for various projects.

As a result of the fragmentation of forests in
many areas where the Yan Oya project has been
implemented, the human-elephant conflict has
escalated to its worst levels in those areas. People
whobecome displaced due to the implementation
of some of these projects have been resettled in
the dense forests where elephants live.

Today, most of the measures that had been
initiated by the Mahaweli Authority to minimize
environmental damage, to protect animal
habitats and to network forests in the areas where
the Mahaweli project was implemented have
now been changed. Animal habitats and forests
have been opened for various human activities.
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The process of networking these forests, which
was proposed by the TAMP Report, has been
completely turned upside down by the current
Mahaweli Authority. In many areas in the Kandy
District too, where the Mahaweli project was
implemented, the animals have been deprived
of the lands that were reserved for them under
that project. For example, people who were
given alternative lands for the establishment
of Victoria-Randenigala-Rantambe sanctuary,
which was reserved for animals, have now
returned to their old lands and have occupied
the sanctuary and settled there. When we go
towards Keerthibandarapura, we observe that
the entire mountain range has become a human
settlement. The animals that lived in those
areas having lost their habitat are moving to the
villages that have been created in the areas that
used to be their traditional habitats.

One thing that becomes very clear from your
explanation is the severity of the tragedy into
which we have dragged the wild animals of our
country through extremely unwise and wrong
policy approaches and irresponsible actions.
On the one hand, we have created a situation
under which they have been deprived of their
habitats, some of them have been forced into
extinction, and some others have been made to
wander for their survival. On the other hand,
as regards the farmer, who has become the
victim of this issue on the other side, the same
situation exists. The farmer has fallen into
a very helpless situation, too. The grievance
expressed on the side of the farmer, too, is
genuine, isn’t it?

It is clear that the farmer has become helpless.
But is it only because of these wild animals
that the farmer has become helpless? There are
many factors that make the farmer helpless.
The damage to crops caused by wild animals is
only one of them. Every government that came
to power in this country during the past two
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decades adopted a policy approach that small-
scale farming is unimportant. Instead, policy
decisions were made to establish large-scale
commercial crop cultivations and to provide
facilities required for them. We have continued
to promote the transfer of lands owned by
farmers to companies for large-scale cultivations
of sugarcane, corn, Cavendish banana, and aloe
vera. Obtaining water for the cultivations has
always been a problem for the farmers. In every
season, farmers carry out protests voicing their
demands for water supply. The price of seeds
the farmers need has increased significantly.
The control of seed price has been completely
transferred to the hands of companies. The price
of fertilizer, too, has increased rapidly. The taxes
on machinery are very high — it is unaffordable
for the farmers. There is no proper insurance
scheme for crop damage. Even if a harvest is
gathered somehow, there is no way to sell it at a
good price. It has to be sold cheaply as the farmer
is exploited by large-scale traders. About 30% of
the production obtained under such difficult
conditions is damaged after the harvesting.
That is greater than the damage caused by wild
animals. These structural factors are deflected
and so without addressing any of these issues,
the farmer is made to see wild animals as the
cause of all his problems.

Even if the wild animals are removed and no
longer pose a threat, there are conditions that
force the farmer to quit farming. The small-scale
farmer has not been given a prominent place.
Priority has been given to large-scale commercial
crop cultivations and large-scale projects. The
farmer, as well as the wild animals, have been
completely discounted and completely removed
from the allocations for land and resources. Now
both those parties are competing with each other
for resources and for their survival. The farmer
is told that his enemy are the wild animals and
the farmer is being convinced that he has to fight
the wild animals and win. The farmer in the
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throes of being deprived of his farmlands, has
also been made a victim of agrochemical and
seed companies that oppress him, he has been
pressurized with the water crisis, he has been
made a victim of the business mafia that buys his
produce very cheaply, and no step has been taken
to minimize the post-harvest damage, and yet
we tell the farmer that his sole enemy is the wild
animals that damage his crops. As a result of this
situation, another type of businessmen is being
provided with the opportunity to exploit the
farmer. Companies that sell air rifles, companies
that build electric fences, and companies which
say that they introduce various technological
strategies to control animals are now coming
to the farmer. Now, a market is being created
for those companies. In a few months, we will
be able to see hundreds of companies across
Sri Lanka that try to sell there products, which
control wild animals. The helpless farmer will
become a victim of this, too.

Whereas are all the problems described above
remain in place, suddenly raising a loud voice
against wild animals will not bring any benefit
to the farmer. While a powerful force that is
hostile to the farmer has been hidden or is
being protected, finding solutions to the serious
structural problems of agriculture has been put
aside and the farmer is being told that every loss
occurs because of wild animals. The conditions
that create all the other problems remain the
same. The National Physical Plan is being
implemented in the same way. Today, one victim
(the farmer) has been incited against another
victim (the animals). The media very cleverly set
this trap, and the government is also caught in
it. Now it is like a tangled ball of string, and they
are getting further entangled in it and are unable
and unwilling to unravel it.
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Context of International Law:

International Legal Dimensions

Arising from the ‘Human-Widlife Conflict’
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“The ‘Human-wildlife conflict’ should
not be cited as a conflict but it should
be renamed as  ‘human-animal
competition over shared space in the
ecosystems’ due to the encroachment,
deforestation, habitat degradation and
climate change created by humans. It
is a competition driven by the attitude
of placing humans and human needs
over the rights and needs of animals in

determining their respective rights over

natural resources.”
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Introduction

Sri Lanka is home to rich bio diversities
containing wealthy ecosystems including
wildlife. The wildlife found in these ecosystems
hold significant cultural, religious and economic
value. However, the same wildlife used to
promote the uniqueness of Sri Lanka, has
escalated to becoming a problematic social
issue in the country garnering national and
international attention and labeled as a ‘Human-
wildlife conflict. Over the last few years, when
the incidents of human-wildlife conflicts were
reported, it generated a national-international
debate between a group of people highlighting
the gravity of conflict on humans and the group
of people emphasizing the need for human-
wildlife co-existence. The former alleges that
the overpopulation of wildlife such as elephants,
monkeys, wild boars and peafowls have drained
the resources in the human settlements, causing
severe losses to farmers through damage to
their cultivation. The latter defends wildlife
protection, stating that the human population is
the root cause of this conflict. Humans contribute
to deforestation, habitat degradation and climate
change. This problem is of national importance
and encompasses multidimensional issues. It
raises several complex issues to recognize and to
balance; farmers’ rights, wildlife conservation,
nurturing major tourist attractions. Neverthelss,
none of the previous governments considered
balancing both the needs of the people and
protecting the natural resources to achieve a
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sustainable solution to be a part of the social
contract they were obligated to protect. In Sri
Lanka this has been documented merely as
a conflict between human and wildlife with
defenders of each position voicing their concerns
and agonizing over the respective causes they
champion. This conflict was recently brought to
the attention of the newly elected government of
Sri Lanka and their initial reactions to it drew
political criticism from environmentalists and
environmental activists, prompting the new
government to support finding a sustainable
solution to address the human - wildlife conflict.

This will require revisiting the existing legal
framework on wildlife protection in the country,
reviewing the national - international legal
commitments, the mechanisms and resources
available for effective legal implementation
and making recommendations for amending
existing law and even drafting new laws. Against
this background of the ongoing- human-
wildlife conflict and the need to find sustainable
solutions to a pervasive environmental, eco-
system problem that is of both national and
international concern, this article  examines
Sri Lankas commitments under International
Environmental Law (IEL)and whether it has
obligations to protect wildlife and the extent to
which it has domesticated international laws
that may impact the ‘human- wildlife conflict’ in

the country.

The Idea of ‘Protection of Wildlife’
Under International Environmental
Movements and International
Environmental Law

Rachel Carsons’ book - ‘Silent Spring’- was the
catalyst to awaken the environmental movement
in the 1960’ during states’ journeys towards
‘development’ through industrialization. The
book inspired States to initiate the idea of
environmental protection in international law
and domesticate it within their national contexts.
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The book begins with these lines:

“The History of Life, on earth has been a
history of interaction between living things
and their surroundings. To a larger extent,
the physical form and the habits of the earth’s
vegetation and its animal life have been
molded by the environment considering
the whole span of earthly time, the opposite
effect, in which life actually modifies its
surroundings, has been relatively slight.
Only within the moment of time represented
by the present century has one species —
man acquired significant power to alter the
nature of his world”. (Carsons 1962,12)

This provides understanding of the philosophy
their
understanding of what the environment is

of environmental movements and
for. This clearly shows that plants and animals
are included into the concept of environment
and this has led to the idea of environmental
protection. In the same vein, the lines given below
by British ecologist Charles Elton supplemented
the argument to emphasize that the ‘Plant and
animal being the part of environment constitute
the term ‘environment’ and the environment
has its own natural flow for its existence without
human intention, the human creation is the evil
that destroys this existence ultimately negatively
destroying the destroyers.

“With a life-and-death need not just to find
new technological means of suppressing this
plant or that animal; instead, we need the
basic knowledge of animal populations and
their relations to their surroundings that
will ‘promote an even balance and damp
down the explosive power of outbreaks and
new invasions’.” (Carsons 1962,15)

Further elaborating on this:

“..we have allowed these chemicals to be
used with little or no advance investigation
of their effect on soil, water, wildlife and man
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himself. Future generations are unlikely to
condone our lack of prudent concern for the
integrity of the natural world that support
all life...” (Carsons1962,15)

It is evident that the call for environmental
protection flagged by environmental movements
is especially concerned about the existence of
wildlife, its protection and co-existence with
human population. This was reflected in the
treaties concluded under the international
environmental law and the global environmental
conservation movements that later emerged
including dedicating an Earth Day (1970), the
CHIPKO movement (1973), the Greenpeace
Movement (1971), Friends of the Earth (1971)
and Extinction Rebellion (2018).

Moving to the codifications of international
law on animals, an umbrella international
legal framework for global animal welfare
and protection has been proposed by the UN
Convention on Animal Health and Protection
(2018), but it has yet to be adopted. There are a
number of international environmental treaties
adopted to cover concern for wildlife. The most
significant agreements include the Convention
on International Trade in Endangered Species
of Wild Flora and Fauna (CITES) (1973),
Convention on the Conservation of Migratory
Species of Wild Animals (CMS)(1979), Ramsar
Convention (Ramsar)(1971),World Heritage
Convention (WHC)(1972) and Convention on
Biological Diversity (CBD)(1992). These treaties
are referred to as the ‘Big 5’ global instruments on
international wildlife protection. In addition to
these agreements, several regional instruments
and other international wild life agreements
exist focusing on particular regions and species.
For example, the regional instruments from the
European Union include Convention on the
Conservation of European Wildlife and Natural
Habitats 1979, the Habitat Directive, the Birds
Directive, and the Natura 2000 Network.
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The international environment treaties are also
categorized as “Treaties governing wildlife’ and
“Treaties concerning wildlife’ The former treaties
explicitly focus on the management regulation
and protection of wildlife and their habitats.
These legal frameworks provide comprehensive
arrangements for the conservation, wise and
sustainable use of species or ecosystems. For
example, CITES regulates international trade in
endangered species to ensure their existence, and
CMS focuses on the conservation of migratory
species and their habitats. The latter, are the
“Treaties concerning wildlife’ and these treaties
address wildlife as part of broader environmental
or developmental concerns but do not primarily
focus on wildlife conservation. Wildlife is an
indirect, or one component among many other
broad issues addressed such as climate change
and sustainable development. For example,
the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) addresses the
impacts of climate change on ecosystems and the
Paris Convention emphasizes climate change by
limiting global temperature rise and enhancing
the adaptive capacities of nations. The following
analyses how the wildlife protection has ensued
through the Big 5 treaties;

1. The Ramsar Convention on Wetlands
(RAMSAR) (1971)

The Ramsar Convention on Wetlands (RAMSAR)
(1971) is the intergovernmental treaty adopted
in the Iranian town of Ramsar, and is aimed
at wetland conservation and sustainable use
of wetlands, recognizing their ecological -
economic - cultural - scientific significance,
this also indirectly ensures the protection of
wildlife, with special focus on species in these
ecosystems. The treaty requires each contracting
party to designate at least one wetland for
inclusion in the list of wetlands of international
importance (RAMSAR list) (Article 2) and to
maintain the ecological character crucial for
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wildlife (Article 3.2). The inclusion of these key
provisions indicates the role of Ramsar criteria in
identifying wetlands of international importance
and its maintenance to support wildlife.

2. The Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD) (1992)

the
conservation of biodiversity, sustainable use of

The objective of the convention is

its components and the fair and equitable sharing
of benefits arising from genetic resources. The
wildlife protection is addressed ensuring both
in-situ (Article 8)! and ex-situ (Article 9)?

1 Each Contracting Party shall, as far as possible and as
appropriate: (a) Establish a system of protected areas or areas
where special measures need to be taken to conserve biological
diversity; (b) Develop, where necessary, guidelines for the
selection, establishment and management of protected areas
or areas where special measures need to be taken to conserve
biological diversity; (c) Regulate or manage biological resources
important for the conservation of biological diversity whether
within or outside protected areas, with a view to ensuring their
conservation and sustainable use; (d) Promote the protection
of ecosystems, natural habitats and the maintenance of viable
populations of species in natural surroundings; (e) Promote
environmentally sound and sustainable development in areas
adjacent to protected areas with a view to furthering protection
of these areas; (f) Rehabilitate and restore degraded ecosystems
and promote the recovery of threatened species, inter alia,
through the development and implementation of plans or
other management strategies; (g) Establish or maintain means
to regulate, manage or control the risks associated with the
use and release of living modified organisms resulting from
biotechnology which are likely to have adverse environmental
impacts that could affect the conservation and sustainable use of
biological diversity, taking also into account the risks to human
health; (h) Prevent the introduction of control or eradicate those
alien species which threaten ecosystems, habitats or species; (i)
Endeavour to provide the conditions needed for compatibility
between present uses and the conservation of biological diversity
and the sustainable use of its components; (j) Subject to its
national legislation, respect, preserve and maintain knowledge,
innovations and practices of indigenous and local communities
embodying traditional lifestyles relevant for the conservation
and sustainable use of biological diversity and promote their
wider application with the approval and involvement of the
holders of such knowledge, innovations and practices and
encourage the equitable sharing of the benefits arising from the
utilization of such knowledge, innovations and practices; (k)
Develop or maintain necessary legislation and/or other regulatory
provisions for the protection of threatened species and populations;
(1) Where a significant adverse effect on biological diversity has been
determined pursuant to Article 7, regulate or manage the relevant
processes and categories of activities; and (m) Cooperate in
providing financial and other support for in-situ conservation
outlined in subparagraphs (a) to (I) above, particularly to
developing countries.

2Each Contracting Party shall,as faras possibleand asappropriate,
and predominantly for the purpose of complementing in-situ
measures: (a) Adopt measures for the ex-situ conservation of
components of biological diversity, preferably in the country of
origin of such components; (b) Establish and maintain facilities
for ex-situ conservation of and research on plants, animals and
micro- organisms, preferably in the country of origin of genetic
resources; (c) Adopt measures for the recovery and rehabilitation
ofthreatened speciesand for their reintroduction into their natural
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conversation measures for species, ecosystems
and genetic diversity. The global targets for
biodiversity -the four targets of the Kunming
Montreal Global bio diversity framework under
CBD directly addresses human-wildlife conflicts
and require the member States to effectively
manage the said conflict for co-existence.

3. World Heritage Convention (WHC) (1972)

World Heritage Convention is an international
instrument focusing on conserving ecosystems
of outstanding universal value. This convention
establishes a world heritage list (Articlel1), the
ways of identifying sites to conserve, ensuring
wildlife protection and ensuring that the lists
includes habitats for rare, endemic endangered
spies. In addition, the legal provisions for
financial assistance to conserve habitats (Article
15 and 19) and international cooperation to
protect critical habitats for wildlife worldwide
and protecting them the use of biochemicals
(Article 6) are also included.

4. Convention on the Conservation of
Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS)
(1979)

Eventhough the CMS aims to conserve migratory
species and their habitats on a global scale by
fostering international cooperation among a
range of states, it also ensures the protection of
wildlife by creating obligations on member states
for species listing and conservation (Appendix
land 11) and habitat protection (Article V).

habitats under appropriate conditions; (d) Regulate and manage
collection of biological resources from natural habitats for ex-
situ conservation purposes so as not to threaten ecosystems and
in-situ populations of species, except where special temporary
ex-situ measures are required under subparagraph (c) above; and
(e) Cooperate in providing financial and other support for ex-
situ conservation outlined in subparagraphs (a) to (d) above and
in the establishment and maintenance of ex- situ conservation
facilities in developing countries.
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5. Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora
(CITES ) (1975)

This treaty affirms that the international trade in
wild animals and plants does not threaten their
survival by regulating trade of species through
a system of permits and controls (Article III-
V and Appendix I to III) and combating illegal
wildlife trade. For example, parties must take
measures to penalize trade violations and
confiscate specimens traded contrary to the
provisions of CITES. This deters illegal wildlife
trade and provides mechanisms for enforcement
(Article VIII).

The identified International Environmental Law
(IEL) treaties have defined what wildlife is by
adopting multiple legal terms related to wildlife;
wild population, wild species and wild fauna.
For example, under the convention on CBD,
wildlife is interpreted as species in which the
evolutionary process has not been influenced
by humans. These treaties also have ensured,
the idea of protection of wildlife by introducing
concepts such as wise use, conservation and
sustainable use of the environment and natural
resources in the following manner.

a. Wise use

The wise use concept is adopted in the RAMSAR
to protect the wetlands by requiring wise use of all
the wetlands in the territory of contracting parties
to the convention. It is the only international
convention to focus on the ecosystem-wetlands
emphasizing its conservation. Wetlands are
the most threatened ecosystem in the world.
RAMSAR clarifies the concept of “wise use” as:
‘the wise use of wetlands is their sustainable
utilization for the benefit of mankind in a
way compatible with the maintenance of the
natural properties of the ecosystem’ (Article 3.1,
RAMSAR). According to the wise use concept,
the list of important wetland sites proposed to
member states and accepted in the RAMSAR, can
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be utilized without any intervention to its basic
ecological function. RAMSAR also has approved
guidelines on implementation of the wise use
concept and additional guidance on wise use to
guide member states to adopt national wetland
policies for conservation of wetlands. The
principle of ‘wise use’ refers to the sustainable
utilization of wetlands in a way that maintains
their ecological character. This approach ensures
that wetland ecosystems can continue to be a
home for diverse wildlife populations.

b. Sustainable use

To ensure the protection and preservation of
environmental bio diversity including wildlife,
the CBD has adopted a synonymous concept
that is equivalent to the wise use concept in
the convention. Accordingly, the CBD calls for
‘Sustainable use’ of the environment, and in
particular the wetlands. ‘Sustainable use’ has
been interpreted in the convention as follows;
“the use of components of biological diversity
in a way and at a rate that does not lead to the
long-term decline of biological diversity, thereby
maintaining its potential to meet the needs and
aspiration of present and future generations”
Article 10 of the CBD calls for its member states
to integrate consideration of the conservation
and sustainable use of biological resources into
nation decision-making, for support of local
populations, and for encouraging cooperation
between governmental authorities and the
private sector. In light of adopting sustainable
use provision on impact assessment and
minimizing adverse impacts, access to genetic
resources, transfer of technologies, exchange of
information, technical and scientific cooperation
have been included in the convention to direct
member states.

c. Conservation

All five conventions have in common a focus
on ‘Conservation’ as the objective of the
wildlife Through

international protection.
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the interpretation of the term ‘Conservation’
embodied in the conventions, it can be considered
as: maintenance of wildlife in the long term as a
viable component of its ecosystems; wise wildlife
management to ensure levels to the extent that
are potentially suitable for the ecosystems to
exist, to the extent consistent with the basics of

conservation.

These conventions include ways in which the
conservation outcomes are deliverable under
the international wildlife law by including
state party obligations to draft and implement
national policies and legislations to regulate
wildlife protection and conservation within
their territories. For example, CITES includes
measurements to be taken by the parties in its
article VIII, aligning it with the main purpose of
the convention to prohibit trade in specimens.
Similarly, Article 6 of CBD requires contracting
parties to develop national strategies, plans,
programs for the conservation and sustainable
use of bio diversity.

Many developments have taken place over
time, expanding from the idea of conservation
as ‘Protecting the earth’s living resources”, to
the present context of linking conservation to
the sustainable development treaties such as
RAMSAR and CBD. Concepts such as ‘wise use’
and ‘sustainable use’ stress the need to maintain
the earth’s resources for present and future
generations and specific requirements have been
included to realize these objectives. For instance,
the state parties are required to cooperate in
protecting world heritage sites recognizing that
these sites belong to humanity has a whole.
(Article 6, WHC)

In essence it is the sate’s obligation as a parties to
these treaties to adopt wise use, sustainable use
and conservation of wild life through domestic
laws.
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Wildlife Protection: Sri Lanka’s
Obligation Under ‘International
Environmental Law’

SriLankahasratified all the main IEL conventions
discussed above and it is a contracting party to
these conventions. The treaty obligations arising
from these conventions require the state parties
to domesticate these conventions to apply in their
territories. For example, parties are requiring
to adopt domestic legislation to implement
CITES provisions effectively including imposing
penalties for illegal trade in endangered species
and adopting measures to combat poaching
(Article IX, CITES). Incorporating International
law into the domestic context of a state,
depends on the state’s general approach towards
domestication of international legal obligations.
Does the state adopt the principle of monism
(i.e., accepting the principle that International
law and Municipal law form one and the same
legal order that acknowledges the co-existence
of International law and Municipal law) or the
principle of dualism (i.e., accepting the principle
that International law and Municipal law both
operate in different areas, wherein the national
context is bound to apply International law
only if national constitutions allowed them to
do so0). It also depends on the mode of consent
required of the State with regard to the particular
adoption of international treaties — i.e., whether
it is subject to signing the treaties or ratifying
the treaties. (Article 12(1)), 13 and 14 of Vienna
Convention on Law of Treaties (VCLT)).

A treaty does not automatically bind a state
simply because the state signs it — unless the treaty
or the state specifically says that by ratification/
accession the state ultimately accepts to be
bound by it. This entire process of domestication
is done in Pacta Sunt Servanda’-in good faith
by contracting parties. Abass Ademola notes
that the: “principle expectation in International
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law, states must implement their international
obligations in good faith’-(Abass,2014, 303).
Aligning itself to the general domestication
Lanka has
international wildlife law commitments into

process, Sri incorporated its
to its domestic context, through enactment
of legislation, judicial decisions and policy
documents.

i. Domestication through legislations

The Constitution of Sri Lanka (1978) promotes
adherence to international obligations by the
country by incorporating its international
obligations into the domestic context of Sri
Lanka, (Article 27(15) 1978 Constitution of Sri
Lanka). However, Sri Lanka adopts the principle
of dualism and requires the international law tobe
translated into the national legal system through
enabling local legislation. The provisions of the
constitution clarifies this incorporation process
(Article 157, 1978 Constitution of Sri Lanka).
The Constitution also upholds environmental
protection as an inevitable duty of the state under
the social contracts it creates with its citizens and
included it in the provisions in the chapter VI
of directive principles of State policy.(Article 27
and Article 28, Constitution of Sri Lanka).

Ensuring both the International obligation
wildlife
responsibility to give effect to the five major

towards conservation and state
wildlife conventions in domestic context, Sri
Lanka has passed enabling legislations such
as National Environment Act (NEA), Soil
Conservation Act (SCA), Control of Pesticides
Act (CPA), Mines and Minerals Act (MMA),
Plant Protection Act (PPA), Land Acquisition Act
(LAA) and National Heritage Wilderness Areas
Act (NHWAA). It also continues to recognize
the Forest Ordinance (FO) and Fauna and Flora
Protection Ordinance (FFPO) being the primary
enabling legislation for wildlife protection and

conservation, regulates hunting, poaching, trade
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in wildlife and conservation of habitats. There are
laws to mitigate human wildlife conflicts to some
extent with special focus on large mammals and
animals. The FFPO prohibits killing, injury or
capturing protected animals unless specifically
authorized for mitigation of threats to human
life (Section30). It empowers the department
of wildlife conservation to relocate animals that
pose a threat to human safety or agriculture (Sec
55) while imposing penalties for illegal activities,
including  harming animals, discourage
retaliation against wild life (Section 76 (a). The
National Environmental Act No 47 of 1980
mandates Environment Impact Assessments
(EIAs) for development projects, ensuring they
do not harm biodiversity or Wildlife habitats.
The FFPO (as amended) aims to conserve forests
and biodiversity and prohibits activities such as
logging, land clearance and illegal extraction of

forest resources in reserved forest.

ii. Domestication through policies

The domestication of IEL can also take place
through national policies enabling conservation
of Bio diversity, ecological balance, sustainable
use and wise use of natural resources provide
framework to implement wildlife conservation
strategies. In Sri Lanka, these policies include:
National Policy on Wildlife Conservation
(2000),National Forest Policy (1995), National
Bio Diversity Strategy and Action plan (2016-
2022), National Wetland Policy and Strategy
(2006), National Environmental Policy (2003),
National Action Plan for combating Wildlife
Trafficking (2015) and Human-Elephant conflict
mitigation strategies.

The National Wildlife Policy defines ‘wildlife’
within national context as “Plants and animals
that owe their existence to natural phenomena
or to process that occur autonomously”. To date,
these policies have been used to recommend
electric fences to protect agricultural lands
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from elephants, the establishment of elephant
corridors for safe elephant movements and
compensation schemes. Elephant corridors
created in the LunugamVehera-Udawalawe

Corridor is one such example.

The first national policy on wildlife conservation,
originally dates t01990, and it has since evolved to
include international commitments such as the
ratification of the Convention on Bio Diversity
(CBD). Objectives of this policy are to ensure
the intended outcomes of wildlife international
treaties ratified by Sri Lanka. For example,
objective number 4 of the national policy on
wildlife conservation is to ensure the sustainable
use concept emphasized by the CBD as follows;
“to ensure sustainable use and equitable sharing
of benefits, arising from the direct and indirect
use of wildlife resource and ecosystem national
policy on wildlife conservation” (2000).

iii. Domestication through judicial decisions

Domestication of IEL through judicial
decisions may take place where there are
relatively progressive judicial responses towards
environmental protection in general and their
recognition that access to environment is a
fundamental right (Bulankulama 2000 and
Environmental Foundation Ltd 2009). There are
judicial decisions calling upon the government
to integrate international wildlife conservation
related obligations in Sri Lanka, including
decisions directly dealing with the human-
animal conflict (Centre for Environmental

Justice 2021 and Fernando 2006).

Above discussed sub parts i, ii and iii indicate
the complex process of domestication or
transformation under which the International
wildlife commitments of Sri Lanka become
binding in the domestic context.
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Challenges to the Domestication of Sri
Lanka’s International Environmental
Law Obligations: Legal, Social and
Ethical Dimensions on ‘Human-
Wildlife Conflict’

Despite its strong commitment to international
law and its own domestic laws, Sri Lanka faces
challenges in protecting and conserving its
wildlife. Amidst, the existing problems of land
fragmentation and habitat loss, poaching and
a thriving illegal trade in wildlife, and climate
change, the human-wildlife conflict is escalating
and it has an immediate and negative impact on
the social, economic and environmental spheres.

Although, in ancient times Sri Lanka considered
wildlife to be religiously and culturally important
and people adopted harmonious eco-existence
with nature, the model of ‘development’ that
took place with colonialism and the colonization
schemes in post-colonial Sri Lanka led to the
‘human-wildlife’ conflict. It is to be understood
here, what the definition is of ‘Human wildlife
conflict. At the World Parks Congress, The
International Union for the Conservation of
Nature (IUCN) identified the criteria for the
‘Human wildlife conflict, noting that ; “a conflict
exists when wildlife requirements overlap with
those of human populations, creating costs both
to residents and wild animals” (IUCN, 2003 -
recommendation 20). In Sri Lanka and in other
countries too, there is clear evidence of this
ongoing human - wildlife conflict. For instance,
where there is crop-raiding by elephants and it
leads to the poisoning of elephants by farmers,
or where there is livestock predation by lions
causing locals to kill the lions or where there is
a mass culling of birds or bats to prevent damage
to orchards — humans and wildlife are clearly in
conflict.

Francine Madden, an expert in Human-wildlife
conflict meditation cites the following as an
example for human- wildlife conflicts. There is a
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conflict “...because a lion has attacked someone’s
livestock or a gorilla has raided a person’s crops.
The conflict also occurs when a person or
community seeks to kill the lion or gorilla or
when a person retaliates against the authorities
that are in charge of conserving wildlife and its
habitat” (Madden.F, 2004). Any human-wildlife
interaction resulting in adverse outcome to either
one or both can be identified as human-wildlife
conflict. In the context of Sri Lankan thematic
analysis of available information and academic
literature on the topic, the ‘Human-wildlife
conflicts’ has been documented predominantly
as the adverse impacts by wildlife to human
during their interaction. For example, economic
losses to farmers, the number of human injuries
and fatalities and damage to property are mainly
pointed out as impacts of human-wildlife
conflict in the country. The loss of habitat due
to land fragmentation, the proximity of human
settlements to protected wild life reserves,
resource competition, overpopulation of both
humans and wildlife, and ineffective measures
in planning land use as causes to human-wildlife
conflict and negative impacts encountered
by wildlife such as retaliatory killings, habitat
degradation are rarely discussed.

According to the nature of the human-wildlife
conflict in Sri Lanka, elephants, leopards,
wild boars and monkeys are the most notable
species involved. Sri Lankan elephants ‘Elephas
maximas maximus — a subspecies of the Asian
elephants important for ecological-
cultural and religious - economic- conservation

—are

reasons. These are known for being engineers
of threatened ecosystems and classified as
endangered species by the IUCN. Similarly,
other species do hold a special place in Sri Lanka
in terms of their role in culture, tourism and
their contribution to balancing biodiversity and
ecology.

The primary contexts that create human- wildlife
conflict are the development projects and the
human settlements that are part of these projects.
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For instance, the Mahaweli development scheme
and the Southern expressway are large scale
projects that have disrupted ecosystems due to
the priority given to economic development.
This is a clear violation of IEL obligation related
to wildlife protection. The general international
environmental legal obligations arising from
fundamental  international  environmental
treaties have declared the precautionary
principle as a significant environmental principle
required for protection. Principle 15 of the RIO
Declaration on environment and development
includes a precautionary principle; “where there
are threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack
of full scientific certainty shall not be used as a
reason for postponing cost-effective measures to
prevent environmental degradation”

Thus, according to Sri Lanka’s IEL commitment,
large scale development projects must ensure
the precautionary principle and go through
the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA).
Although the environmental impact assessment
has been included into the NEA by the
domestication process, it fails to ensure effective
public participation andlacks the necessarysocial
impact assessment. Environmental activists
complain that the 30-day period to conduct the
EIA process of Sri Lanka is not adequate. This
period is not sufficient to refer to and comply
with the complex technical document which is
difficult even for ‘educated’ people to understand.
The Uma Oya project led to the increase of
human-elephant conflict due to the loss of
elephant habitat during the development of that
project. This particular project started without
a proper environmental impact assessment and
when environmental activists sought judicial
intervention, the court recognized that the
standard EIA was not conducted before the
project was implemented and that caused an
adverse impact to the ecosystems and the people
residing in the surrounding areas.’ This and other
cases demonstrate that a branch of the State

3. Center for Environment at Justice and others, V. Secretary,
Ministry of Mahaweli Development and Environment and 3
others [2016] , SC/FR/273/15.
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failed to perform the state’s duty to conduct an
effective EIA - which is the standard precaution
before commencing mega projects that impact
the environment and people. Where the EIA
process in the mega development projects have
not been conducted, the most common legal
redress sought is court action for the protection
of fundamental rights of humans, including their
right to a good environment. The Eppawela case
is an apt example and provides the lens through
which the EIA process can be examined.

This case involved a proposed mineral investment
agreement for exploration and mining of
phosphate in Eppawala. The area to be explored
covered a large area and the contract provided
scope for the project to expand the area further.
The potential mine displaced approximately
2600 families and impacte places of religious
and archeological importance. It allowed for
indiscriminate mining which would not leave
any resources for future generations. It would
pollute the environment, the landscape and cause
severe disturbances to the ecology of the area.
The petitioners argued that the natural resources
of the people were held in trust for them by the
government and that the organs of the state are
guardians to whom the people have committed
the care and preservation of resources of the
people. They also argued that while the state
has the right to exploit its own resources, they
must make environmental protection an integral
part of development to achieve sustainable
development.
were accused of designing a process biased in
favour of the mining company and one which
ousted the public’s involvement. There was an
imminent infringement of fundamental rights of
the petitioners guaranteed under Articles 12(1)%,
14(1)(g)® and 14(1)(h)° of the Constitution. The

In this case the authorities

4 “All persons are equal before the law and are entitled to the
equal protection of the law”.

5. “Every citizen is entitled to - the freedom to engage by
himself or in association with others in any lawful occupation,
profession, trade, business or enterprise”

6. “Every citizen is entitled to -the freedom of movement and of
choosing his residence within Sri Lanka”
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Court further ordered the State parties to refrain
from entering in to any contract until they had
carried out a comprehensive exploration in
consultation with the recognized authorities
and until the project obtains the approval of
the Central Environmental Authority (CEA)
according to law.

Competition for resources is another factor
exacerbating human-wildlife conflict in  Sri
Lanka On one hand, the human population
is expanding and on the other hand, the
wildlife habitats are shrinking and wildlife are
facing resource scarcity resulting in resource
competition. For instance, during droughts, the
water scarcity impact both humans and wildlife,
causing human- wildlife conflicts. It is also
recognized that the elephant corridors in the
North Central province have been encroached
by human settlements causing habitat loss for
wildlife in Wilpattu. As a result of illegal activities
by humans who encroach on forest reserves,
wildlife such as elephants are pushed into
agricultural zones. This is also a clear example
of the state’s inaction and failure to responsibly
implement laws related to wildlife protection
and conservation.

It is evident that Sri Lanka made efforts to
incorporate international obligations for wildlife
protection and conservation into Sri Lanka’s
domestic legal framework primarily through
legislation and policy measures. But the extent of
domestication of international wildlife obligation
is measured through the precautionary actions
and responses by the State in times when issues
arise concerning the protection and conservation
of wildlife. An overall assessment on the above
discussion of this part shows that Sri Lanka
does not meet the threshold set for fulfilling
international wildlife obligations.

To pass the above threshold a multidimensional
approach to address the human-wildlife
conflict in Sri Lanka is needed. It should be
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one that incorporates traditional knowledge
and community participation. International
guidelines, such as those provided by the IUCN,
emphasize the importance of co-management
strategies that emphasize co-existence. However,
these guidelines and strategies have not been
embedded into the domestic legal framework
of Sri Lanka. There is a critical gap existing in
how best a multi-dimensional approach can be
designed ad applied.

Epilogue: Conflict Versus Coexistence

The sustainable development goals that guide
contemporary thinking include recognition of:
the necessity to protect, restore and promote
sustainable use of ecosystems, sustainably
manage forests, combat desertification, halt and
reverse land degradation. Under the Sustainable
Development Goal No: 15 themed ‘life on land,
state parties commit to halving bio diversity
loss. Accordingly, Sri Lankas efforts to protect
and conserve wildlife is analyzed here against
the backdrop of existing international legal
frameworks, commitments and benchmarks
on wildlife protection and conservation with
a special focus on managing human-wildlife
conflict.

In reality, the principles of wise use, sustainable
use, and conservation mentioned in wildlife
treaty obligations have been overlooked and
the legal provisions to ensure their application
is inadequate. The national laws discussed
are merely the legislative exercises of the
State to protect wildlife but they do reflect
the full commitment of the State towards its
international obligations in the sphere of its
wildlife protection. This commitment should
be reflected in the effective law implementation,
amendments to existing laws and enactment of
new laws with regard to human-wildlife conflict
Progressive environmentalists
and environmental activists believe that there
are pathways to negotiating and resolving this
conflict with positive outcomes. This requires
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in the future.

overriding the existing anthropocentric bias that
is prevalent in the formation of international
and national laws and shifting the focus of
law- making toward an eco-centric framework.
This requires policy makers and legislators
to remember that humans are a part of this
ecosystem and that their existence in this earth
depends on biodiversity. This point was cited in
the Indian case, T.N. Godavaram Thirumulpad v
Union of India, where the Supreme court stated;
“laws are man-made hence there is a likelihood
of anthropocentric bias towards man and rights
of wild animals often tend to be of secondary
importance. In the universe man and animals
are equally placed, however the human rights
approach to environmental protection is often
based on anthropocentricity” (Writ Petition
(civil) No 202 of 1995).

The human-wildlife conflict should be researched
and publicized, giving the number of humans
killed by wild animals and wild animals killed
by humans during the human-wildlife conflict.
The circumstances surrounding the conflict
should also be publicized. The media hype and
disproportionate public outcry is largely due
to their preconceived ideas on wildlife. It is
based on their prior influences and experiences,
primarily focuses on the loss of human life and
wealth in the said conflict.

The ‘Human-wildlife conflict’ should not be
cited as a conflict but it should be renamed as
‘human- animal competition over shared space
in the ecosystems’ due to the encroachment,
deforestation, habitat degradation and climate
change created by humans. It is a competition
driven by the attitude of placing humans and
human needs over the rights and needs of
animals in determining their respective rights
over natural resources.

The competing interests arising from this
competition and the State’s duties together with
its international obligations to protect rights of
citizens and environment should be assessed.
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Both short term and long-term responses
should be introduced and implemented. These
responses must address awareness of the benefits
of co-existence, nonviolent mitigation measures
and the benefits of conservation of ecosystems
wildlife
conservation, including fostering coexistence,

including wildlife. In essence,
thrives when International Environmental Law
(IEL) and national legislation work in harmony
to address wildlife issues alongside climate
change, environmental crimes, pollution,
economic integration, trade, and development
initiatives. To achieve this, it is imperative for
lawmaking and implementation to adopt a
holistic and multidimensional approach, based

on civic education, awareness and mobilization.

It is the legal and ethical responsibility of present
government to make policy decisions and amend
/ enact suitable laws to put its political promise
to approach environment with the intent to
implement ‘coexistence’ to attain ‘A thriving
nation and a beautiful life’
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Human-Wildlife Conflict in Sri Lanka:
Media Narratives, Political Contradictions and the
Need for Sustainable Co-existence
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“Marginalizing the other’ in Sri Lanka
is not an isolated phenomenon but part
of a broader pattern of “othering”, done
to justify the discrimination, exclusion
and violence that has followed and this
has been seen in various historical and
political contexts around the world. From
the portrayal of Jews in Nazi Germany’s
propaganda, the Tutsis in Rwanda, to
the current rise of Islamophobia in
India, media has long been used as a tool
to stigmatize and marginalize specific

groups, be they humans or animals.”
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Introduction: A Crisis in the Making

Sri  Lanka, celebrated for its

biodiversity and natural heritage, finds itself

a nation

at the crossroads. In recent times, the delicate
balance between human settlements and their
activity and environmental preservation has
been severely disrupted. This imbalance has led
to the escalation in human-animal conflicts,
particularly in rural agricultural regions where
wildlife such as monkeys, elephants, and
wild boars frequently intrude into farmlands,
causing widespread damage. What was once
a relationship defined by coexistence is now
increasingly shaped by the farmers’ narratives
of economic distress and their hostility and the
political rhetoric defending either farmers’ rights
or environmental causes. There is little common
ground to be found between these positions.

On 5" December 2024, this conflict gained
national prominence when the newly appointed
Minister of Agriculture in Sri Lanka K.D. Lal
Kantha controversially stated in Parliament that
farmers were not legally obligated to refrain
from taking any measures necessary to protect
their land from animal invasions. Labeling the
monkey problem as a form of “terrorism,” Lal
Kantha’s remarks marked a stark departure
from the National People’s Power (NPP)’s earlier
commitments to sustainable environmental
2024).
The political rhetoric surrounding this issue,

policies (Parliamentary Proceedings

combined with sensationalist media narratives,
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has not only framed animals as the “enemy”
but also fueled a dangerous cycle of fear and
aggression.

This article delves into the origins of the growing
crisis of human-animal conflict, focusing on
its economic, ecological, and social impacts. It
critically examines the media’s role in targeting
animals, amplifying narratives of “terrorism”
and “othering” against animals, particularly
following the controversial statement by the
new Minister of Agriculture in his inaugural
speech, a remark that indirectly legitimized
such perceptions and responses. Drawing
meaningful parallels to historical instances
where propaganda marginalized humans, the
article explores how similar tactics of “othering”
in human conflicts are now being projected onto
animals and their ecosystems. At the heart of this
discussion lies the pressing need for a balanced,
win-win approach; an approach that integrates
the economic needs and survival of human
communities with the need for conservation of
biodiversity, and an approach that is supported
by scientifically informed and sustainable

solutions to address the issue.

The Context of Human-Wildlife
Conflict in Sri Lanka

Overview of the Problem

In Sri Lanka,

particularly involving monkeys and elephants,

the human-animal conflict,

has reached a critical point in recent years.
What began as isolated incidents of crop
damage and livestock attacks has escalated into
a full-blown national issue, with far-reaching
social, economic, and political consequences.
As agriculture remains the backbone of Sri
Lanka’s rural economy, wildlife encroachment
on farmland has become an increasingly urgent
issue for farmers. Reports of wild animals,
particularly monkeys, raiding fields and villages,
causing extensive crop damage, and sometimes
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even threatening human lives, have generated
significant public concern (Mombauer 2020).

Farmers in districts like Kandy, Galle,
Polonnaruwa, Anuradhapuraand Matale, among
others, have seen their livelihoods severely
impacted by the unpredictable movements of
wild animals. These animals are often forced
to venture into human settlements in search
of food due to the destruction of their natural
habitats caused by deforestation and expanding
agricultural holdings and even urbanization.
This complex issue has sparked debates across
the nation regarding how to maintain balance
preserving Sri Lanka’s diverse wildlife while
protecting the agricultural interests and local
communities who are playing a crucial role in the
Sri Lankan economy, particualry in the national

effort to come out of the economic crisis.

Minister’s Statement

On December 5th, 2024, the recently appointed
Minister of Agriculture, Livestock, Land and
Irrigation Minister K.D. Lal Kantha made a
controversial statement during a parliamentary
session regarding the growing problem of crop
damage by wild animals. In his statement, he
described the damage caused by monkeys as a
“terrorist act” and suggested that farmers had
the right to take any action necessary to protect
their crops, even if it meant resorting to violence
against the animals. He said,“There is no legal
obstacle for the farmers to take any action in
their land... we ask you to take any possible
action for that” (Parliamentary Proceedings
2024, 654). This inflammatory rhetoric not
only undermines the ethical considerations of
wildlife management but also contradicts the
government’s broader policy framework, which
emphasizes a shift from previous approaches
and moves toward long-term solutions driven
by science. This endeavor however, remains
challenging to implement.
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Contradictions with NPP’s Campaign
Manifesto Promises

The Minister’s statement starkly contradicts
the NPP’s (National People’s Power) platform
revealed during the 2024 presidential election.
Under the leadership of Anura Kumara
Dissanayake, the NPP campaigned on the
manifesto “A Thriving Nation - A Beautiful
Life”, which emphasized sustainable agricultural
practices and the implementation of scientific
solutions to mitigate the human-animal
conflict (NPP August 2024, 34). Also the NPP
launched a separate environmental protection
and sustainable development policy manifesto
“Mihikatha” August 2024. Within that thay
have accepted and highlighted the need of
“An ecological environment that supports
human health and biodiversity. He said, the
government’s commitment to environmental
management for the well-being of people and
other species (present and future) is a vital need
for the environment, we are building as a nation,
and a sustainable development framework”
(NPP 2024, 06). Anura Kumara Dissanayaka
then presidentail candidate of NPP and now
the President of Sri Lanka, emphasized in the
launch of the NPP’s “Mihikatha” environmental
policy a shift away from short-term, reactionary
policies toward a more comprehensive and
ecologically sound approach to land use, wildlife
conservation, and agricultural protection. The
Minister’s statement, using derogatory and
inflammatory language to describe the conflict
with wildlife not only undermines these goals
but also reflects a disconnect between the ruling
government’s rhetoric and the NPP’s platform
development (AKD 2024).
Furthermore, regarding the human-elephant

on sustainable

Conflict, they have noted the human-elephant
conflict in the environmental policy and
committed to addressing it through controls on
the wild elephant population and their movement
patterns. They committed to conducting a study
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on habitat damage and carrying out community
participation programs using new biological and
technology facilities.

The Media’s Role in Shaping Public
Perceptions and Discourse

The media plays a crucial role in shaping public
opinion, and it has significantly influenced the
framing of the narrative around the human-
animal conflict in a varied and often polarizing
manner. Traditionally farmers are committed
to environmental sustainability, but given the
ongoing economic crisis and the increasing
hardships they face in their daily lives, in
they have
found themselves aligning with the Minister’s

their search for immediate relief.

statement.

Most national and private media outlets, along
with social media platforms, have amplified the
farmers’ concerns, advocating for immediate,
short-term solutions as necessary and even
framing the Minister’s statement as the correct
approach which will ensure good results.
However, environmental activists and experts
have raised concerns about the contradictions
between government policy and implementation,
stressing the paradox of adopting short-sighted
measures while claiming to pursue sustainable
solutions. However, some traditional and social
media platforms have also criticized these
interventions, accusing them of demonizing
wildlife and disregarding ecological balance. In
the wake of the Minister’s statement, various
media outlets have taken differing approaches
in reporting the issue. Newspapers, TV stations,
radio channels and social media platforms have
been quick to cover incidents of wildlife raids,
often sensationalizing the threats posed by
animals and using language that vilifies wildlife
as “terrorists” or “menaces” (Weerasinghe 2024).

Print media outlets like “The Daily Mirror”
(Mirror 2024) and “Lankadeepa” have employed
fear-inducing headlines, portraying monkeys
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as aggressive invaders of human settlements.
Similarly, TV channels like “Hiru TV” have
aired dramatic footage of these animals
damaging crops, reinforcing the widespread
perception of wildlife as a major threat to the
nation’s food security. Additionally, media
coverage has highlighted public opinion on a
minister’s statement supporting culling, often
presenting a pro-perspective that aligns with
farmers and other affected communities, who
see it as a quick solution amid broader economic
hardships. However, this extensive coverage
seldom addresses the deeper ecological causes
of the conflict such as habitat destruction and
climate change and instead prioritizes short-
term, punitive measures.

This framing of animals as “enemies” and
“the other” bears troubling similarities to the
narratives of the past, evident in Sri Lanka’s
political history. During the decades-long civil
conflict, the media often demonized Tamil and
Muslim minorities as the “enemy”, the disloyal
“other” and a threat to national security, and
this attitude contributed to the polarization and
violence of that period. The same mechanisms
of vilifying animals can be seen in the current
portrayal of animals as hostile invaders.

This article analyzes how the media’s portrayal
of animals in Sri Lanka through print, radio,
television, and social media parallels these
historical processes of marginalizing the “other
(“othering” if you will). Indiscriminately using
the words “terrorism”, and “invaders”, linking
the “other” with “terrorism and invasion” is a
narrative which, affects the prospects for long-
term, sustainable solutions.

The Broader Context of Marginalizing
the “Other”

Marginalizing the “other” in Sri Lanka is
not an isolated phenomenon but part of a
broader pattern of “othering”, done to justify
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the discrimination, exclusion and violence that
has followed and this has been seen in various
historical and political contexts around the world.
From the portrayal of Jews in Nazi Germany’s
propaganda, the Tutsis in Rwanda (Jorgensen
2016), tothe currentrise of IslamophobiainIndia,
media has long been used as a tool to stigmatize
and marginalize specific groups, be they humans
or animals. Vermin, rats, cockroaches are among
the descriptions used. Similarly, during the Sri
Lankan civil war, the Tamils were often depicted
as “terrorists,” a characterization that led to
mistrust between communities and justified
the violence meted out to them (Hawaleshka
2023). Similarly, in the post-war period, the
Sinhala-Buddhist nationalist ideology promoted
by the Rajapaksa government directed similar
narratives toward the Muslim community. This
ideological approach fueled tensions, leading
to multiple instances of violent riots driven by
these deep-seated disparities; it presents a new
manifestation of a tendency to label certain
groups as inherently dangerous or undesirable
(Zuhair 2016). Through media outlets, animals
are now being framed as the “enemy” in ways that
mirror historical patterns of dehumanization.
This troubling parallel highlights the need for a
more nuanced and empathetic approach to the
human-animal conflict, one that avoids knee-jerk
reactions to it and embraces long-term solutions
grounded in environmental sustainability and
human-wildlife coexistence.

Historical and Socio-Economic
Context of Human-Animal Conflict in
Sri Lanka

Sri Lanka island nation with rich

biodiversity and has a long history of human-

is an

animal coexistence. For centuries, the people of
Sri Lanka have lived in close proximity to nature,
with agriculture serving as the foundation of the
economy and society. Ancient Sinhala kings, like
King Parakramabahu I (1153-1186), promoted
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the idea of living harmoniously with nature, with
a significant focus on conservation practices.
Animals play an important role in religious and
folklore promote stories of symbiotic co-exitance
and even learning morals and gaining wisdom
through stories about animals. The “Gama”
system, an agrarian structure in which villagers
worked together to cultivate and protect land
also included provisions for the preservation
of wildlife habitats, demonstrating an early
awareness of the need to balance human needs
and the protection of nature (Senarathne 2020).

Over time, however, Sri Lankas relationship
with its wildlife began to shift. As the population
grew and agricultural demands increased,
forests were cleared for cultivation, particularly
in the dry zone areas, such as the North Central
and Eastern Provinces. This led to the gradual
displacement of wildlife, particularly elephants,
which were once commonly found across much
of the island. As humans encroached further into
animal habitats, conflicts between wildlife and
human settlements intensified. These conflicts
were not limited to elephants but also involved
a wide range of animals, and birds including
monkeys, wild boar, leopards and peacocks.

The destruction of forests in the 20th and 21st
centuries, particularly for agriculture and
urbanization, led to an increase in human-
wildlife encounters. The construction of roads,
dams, and other infrastructure projects further
fragmented animal habitats, making it difficult
for wildlife to find food and shelter. As a result,
many species, including monkeys, have been
forced into closer proximity with human
settlements in search of food and resources.

Economic Impact on Agriculture

Sri Lankas economy has historically been
agrarian, with a large proportion of the
population dependent on agriculture for their
livelihood. According to the World Bank (2022),
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around 25% of the population in Sri Lanka is
employed in agriculture, with crops such as rice,
tea, and vegetables forming the cornerstone
of the rural economy. However, the rising
conflict is
the

of human-animal
undermining the sustainability of
agricultural sector (World Bank 2022).

prevalence

The human-animal conflict significantly impacts

crop production. Monkeys, in particular,
have become notorious for raiding farms and
destroying crops such as bananas, papayas, and
vegetables. In many cases, entire harvests have
been lost, leading to significant financial losses
for farmers. According to a report by the Sri
Lanka Wildlife Conservation Society (SLWCS),
crop losses from wildlife raids amount to
millions of Sri Lankan rupees annually, with
some farmers reporting losses of up to 40% of

their harvests (HARTI 2018).

For small-scale farmers, these losses are
particularly devastating. Many farmers already
struggle with low crop yields due to poor soil
quality, insufficient irrigation, and climate-
related challenges such as droughts and floods.
The added threat of wildlife raids exacerbates
these challenges, making it even harder for
farmers to make a sustainable living. As the
government has failed to implement effective
solutions to mitigate human-wildlife conflict,
farmers have resorted to increasingly desperate
measures to protect their crops, including
setting traps, using firearms, and in some cases,

resorting to violence against animals.

Ecological Impact and Habitat
Destruction

The ecological consequences of human-animal
conflict extend beyond crop damage. The
destruction of natural habitats for agriculture,
urbanization, and infrastructure development
has led to the displacement of numerous species
of wildlife. The fragmentation of habitats has
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made it more difficult for animals to find food,
water, and shelter, forcing them to venture into
human settlements.

In the case of monkeys, their natural habitats in
the forests of Sri Lanka are rapidly shrinking.
According to the Department of Wildlife
(DWCQ),
monkeys, including the toque macaque and the

Conservation several species of
purple-faced langur, are listed as endangered due
to habitat loss. With fewer forested areas to roam
and forage, these monkeys have increasingly
turned to agricultural land for sustenance. This,
in turn, has led to higher rates of conflict between

farmers and wildlife(Handunneththi 2019).

Similarly, the human-elephant conflict has been
a long-standing issue in Sri Lanka. Elephants,
which once roamed freely across much of
the island, are now confined to fragmented
patches of forest. The encroachment of human
settlements into these forested areas too, has led
to more frequent encounters between elephants
and humans. Elephants, driven by hunger as
well as their territorial instincts, often wander
into familiar terrain and raid crops such as rice,
corn, and sugarcane, causing significant damage
to fields. This has resulted not only the loss of
crops but even the loss of human lives in some
instances, as elephants sometimes charge at
humans or vehicles when they are startled.

The destruction of wildlife habitats has also had
long-term ecological consequences, including
the loss of biodiversity and the degradation
of ecosystems. Sri Lanka is home to several
endemic species of flora and fauna, many of
which rely on specific forest ecosystems for
survival. As forests are cleared for agriculture or
development, these species lose their habitats,
leading to a decline in biodiversity. Moreover,
the loss of forests impacts the cycle of natural
water supplies and has led to soil erosion,
reduced water retention and increased flooding
during heavy rains (Suraweera, et al. 2024).
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Political and Policy Failures

While the human-animal conflict is a complex
issue with deep ecological and socio-economic
roots, political and policy failures have also
played a significant role in exacerbating the
problem. Successive governments in Sri Lanka
have struggled to formulate and implement
effective policies to address wildlife conservation
and human-wildlife conflict. The Ministry of
Agriculture has been slow to adopt long-term
solutions that balance agricultural development
with environmental protection, often favoring
short-term, reactionary measures in response to
immediate crises. Land alienation too has been
ad  hoc often driven by political
considerations. (Kopke, Withanachchi
Pathiranage, et al 2023)

and
and

In the aftermath of incidents involving crop
damage by wildlife, the government has often
resorted to ad hoc measures such as providing
compensation to farmers or authorizing the use
of lethal force against animals. These measures
may offer temporary relief but fail to address the
underlying causes of the conflict, such as habitat
destruction, climate change, and the prevalence
of non-sustainable farming practices.

in 2022, the Sri Lankan

government launched a program to provide

For instance,
financial compensation to farmers whose crops
were damaged by elephants. While the initiative
was well-intentioned, it failed to address the
root causes of the conflict. The continued
encroachment of human settlements into
elephant habitats and the lack of alternative
solutions for managing human-elephant
interactions meant that the cycle of conflict would
continue. Moreover, the compensation scheme
often fell short of adequately compensating
farmers for their losses, leaving them frustrated

and dissatisfied with the government’s response.
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The lack of a coherent national policy on
human-wildlife conflict has led to a fragmented
approach to wildlife management. Some local
governments and conservation organizations
have implemented successful community-based
conservation programs, such as the use of electric
fences to keep elephants out of agricultural areas
or the promotion of alternative livelihoods
for farmers. However, these initiatives are
often small-scale and they lack the political
support needed to scale them up for nationwide

implementation.

Social and Cultural Dimensions of the
Conflict

The human-animal conflict in Sri Lanka also
has significant social and cultural dimensions.
In rural areas, where agricultural practices
have been passed down through generations,
farming is deeply intertwined with local identity
and community life. For many farmers, their
connection to the land and their crops is central
to their sense of self and community. The
destruction of their livelihoods by wildlife is seen
as an existential threat - one that undermines
their cultural and economic survival.

Additionally, in many rural communities,
animals are seen as symbols of cultural and
religious reverence, as well as economic wealth
and prestige. Elephants, for example, hold a
revered place in Sri Lankan culture, particularly
in Buddhist tradition, where they are seen as
sacred and symbolic of wisdom and strength.
Monkeys have a special place in Hinduism and
the peacocks too have religious and cultural
significance. However, the destructive behavior
of elephants when they raid crops can lead
to a dichotomy where the sacred animal is
simultaneously admired and feared and now
even resented. This ambivalence contributes to
the tension between conservation efforts and the
need for effective crop protection.
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Minister’s Statement and Media
Contradictions

On December 5, 2024, Agriculture Minister
K.D. Lal Kantha made a public statement in
Parliament that described the human-animal
conflict, particularly involving monkeys, as a
“Act of terrorism” This statement, suggesting
that the damage caused by wildlife had escalated
to the level of a national security concern, took
many by surprise, given the progressive stance
the National People’s Power (NPP) had taken
prior to the elections on environmental issues

and sustainable agriculture.

Minister Lal Kantha’s remark introduced a new
dimension to the ongoing debate over human-
wildlife conflict: the framing of wildlife as a
direct threat to sustainable agriculture, food
security and hence to national security. In doing
so, the minister appeared to endorse a narrative
that viewed wildlife as an invasive force rather
than as a natural part of Sri Lanka’s ecosystem.
This narrative mirrors older discourses where
marginalized groups, whether ethnic or political
minorities were demonized, seen as “the other”
with no place in society, and portrayed as threats
to national unity and security.

The NPP’s environmental policy, as outlined
in their manifesto: “A Thriving Nation and a
Beautiful  Life”,  had
understanding of the mutual relationship

emphasized  an

between humans, animals, and the environment,
and the appreciation of scientific solutions
The NPP
had advocated for long-term, evidence-based

and sustainable farming practices.

strategies to manage the human -wildlife conflict,
which contrasted sharply with the minister’s
inflammatory call for immediate and drastic
action, endorsing violence against animals. It is
particularly disturbing in a context where many
species are already endangered.
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The NPP presidential candidate Anura Kumara
Dissanayake had explicitly highlighted the need
to recognize the traditional cultural and spiritual
relationship between people and nature. His
position was one of promoting sustainable
cohabitation with the environment, with an
emphasis on both human welfare and animal
Minister Lal Kanthas
position seemed to contradict not only the

conservation. Thus,

NPP’s environmental policy but also its broader
ideological framework of promoting social
harmony and long-term solutions.

The statement made by Lal Kantha undermines
the very values that the NPP espoused, especially
regarding their commitment to progressive
environmental practices. The assertion that
wildlife problems, especially involving crop-
damaging species such as monkeys, should be
treated as terrorism was alarming, as it invoked
a rhetoric of fear and the need to criminalize the
wildlife. The shift in narrative from the scientific
problem-solving mode to a militarized, security-
based mode suggested that the government was
opting for short-term, reactive measures rather
than long-term, sustainable solutions that had
been central to the NPP’s policy proposals.

The Role of Media in Shaping the
Narrative

The Sri Lankan media played a significant role
in amplifying Minister Lal Kantha’s statement,
using it as the basis to create a larger narrative
of crisis. Television and radio stations, and social
media platforms all quickly picked up on the
minister’s remarks, framing the human-wildlife
conflict as an existential threat to Sri Lanka’s
agricultural and economic stability. These
portrayals diverged from the NPP’s scientific and
environmentally conscious solutions, furthering
a simplistic, alarmist narrative that depicted
wildlife as enemies of the nation’s prosperity.
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For example, Hiru TV, one of Sri Lanka’s most
channels, aired extensive

coverage of the minister’s statement. Using

prominent news

sensationalist language, the network described
wildlife as “rampaging invaders” that were
“waging a war against the livelihoods of
ordinary Sri Lankans” The portrayal of animals,
particularly monkeys as organized, hostile agents
was not only misleading but also dangerous, as it
encouraged the objectification of wild animals
and framing them as targets in an anticipated
war.

In the print media, articles on the issue followed
similar patterns, with publications such as the
“Daily News” and “The Island” highlighting
the threat posed by wildlife to farmers and the
national economy. Headlines such as “Monkeys
and Elephants: The New National Security Threat”
further entrenched the idea that the animals
were causing damage on an unprecedented scale
and required urgent, forceful intervention.

This framing of wildlife as a threat draws on a
long history of fear-mongering, a strategy often
used by media outlets to manipulate public
perception in times of crisis. The strategy of
creating an “us” versus “them” narrative whether
concerning animals or marginalized human
groups has been effectively used by both local
and global media in a variety of contexts.

For instance, the media portrayal of ethnic
tensions in Sri Lanka during the civil war,
particularly regarding the Tamil community,
often relied on similar tactics of demonization.
In this case, the Tamil Tigers were depicted
as ruthless insurgents, and the broader Tamil
community was often seen as a threat to national
security. A similar strategy is now being used in
the case of wildlife. By framing the animals as
dangerous invaders, the media have succeeded in
diverting attention away from the root causes of
the conflict such as habitat destruction, climate
change, and unsustainable agricultural practices
and instead positioned the animals as villains.
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Media and the wildlife Crisis

The media’s approach to the human-wildlife
conflict in Sri Lanka has similarly exacerbated
the situation. Rather than focusing on the
ecological and economic reasons behind the
increased human-wildlife encounters, they have
taken a sensationalist approach that does little
to promote dialogue between conservationists,
farmers, and the government. The lack of
scientific depth in media coverage means
that viewers are less likely to understand the
underlying issues, such as habitat destruction,
overpopulation of certain species due to the
absence of natural predators, and the impacts of
climate change on animal behavior.

Furthermore, the media’s failure to present
alternative solutions to wildlife management
has led to the public viewing animals as mere
obstacles to progress rather than integral parts of
Sri Lanka’s natural heritage. This lack of balanced
reporting has discouraged efforts to find long-
term, sustainable solutions to the crisis.

In the digital sphere, social media outlets such
as Facebook and Twitter have also been critical
in shaping public opinion. Posts that share
sensational images of crop destruction or wildlife
“attacks” tend to go viral, often accompanied by
#hashtags calling for violent retaliation against
animals. These posts contribute to an atmosphere
of fear and resentment, which ultimately harms
efforts to create a more harmonious relationship
between humans and wildlife.

The Minister’s Statement: Part of a
WiderPolitical Narrative

The controversy surrounding Lal Kantha’s
statement must also be understood within the
broader political context of Sri Lanka’s shifting
political dynamics. The agriculture minister’s
invocation of terrorism and the framing of
animals as threats can be seen as part of a
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wider strategy to garner public support for
more militarized, forceful responses to social
problems.

This approach plays on the politics of fear
prevalent in many parts of the world. From the
“War on Terror” to the current rise of nationalist,
authoritarian governments, politicians and
media outlets often use fear of an external threat
to rally public support for policies that may
infringe on civil liberties or promote aggressive,
punitive measures. In Sri Lanka, by portraying
wildlife as a national security issue, Minister
Lal Kantha may be seeking to deflect attention
away from the government’s failures to address
in a more sustainable way wildlife management,
the environmental causes underpinning the
human-wildlife conflict and the provision of
adequate support for farmers who have been

disproportionately affected by these issues.

Minister K.D. Lal Kantha’s statement calling the
human-animal conflict a form of terrorism is not
only politically charged but also fundamentally
at odds
sustainable, scientifically backed solutions. The

with the NPPs commitment to

medias role in amplifying and distorting this
narrative contributes to the polarization of the
issue, turning a complex ecological and socio-
economic challenge into a simplistic, adversarial
battle between humans and wildlife.

The media’s portrayal of wildlife as “terrorists”
and “invaders” serves as an example of the larger
political narrative of fear and division. This
framing has dangerous implications, as it may
lead to harmful policies that prioritize short-
term solutions and violent action over the long-
term, holistic strategies needed to resolve the
human-wildlife conflict in Sri Lanka. The media
must shift from sensationalist narratives to more
responsible, solution-oriented reporting if Sri
Lanka is to move toward a more sustainable and
peaceful co-existence with its wildlife.
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Solutions to Human-Wildlife Conflict:
Collaborative Approaches

The human-wildlife conflict in Sri Lanka,
particularly in agricultural regions, is a complex
issue that requires a multifaceted approach.
Rather than viewing wildlife as an adversary to
be eradicated, long-term solutions must center
on understanding the root causes of the conflict
and finding sustainable methods for coexistence.
While recent statements and media portrayals
have exacerbated the adversarial narrative
between humans and animals, there is a growing
recognition that collaborative approaches which
are both scientific and community-driven, hold
the key to mitigating the damage caused by
wildlife while ensuring the well-being of Sri
Lanka’s agricultural communities.

This section will examine various solutions
proposed and implemented in Sri Lanka and
globally, emphasizing collaborative strategies
that engage scientists, conservationists, farmers,
and government bodies. These approaches seek
to balance agricultural productivity with wildlife
conservation, ensuring both the livelihoods
of farmers and the protection of endangered
species. Additionally, it will highlight the crucial
role of media in shaping public awareness by
presenting  solution-oriented  information,
countering the impact of a degraded political
culture, and fostering long-term, informed

responses to these challenges.

Scientific Approaches to Wildlife
Management

Scientific solutions to human-animal conflict
are based on research, data, and evidence. These
solutions aim to reduce crop damage while
maintaining the ecological balance necessary for
the survival of species. Several approaches have
been explored globally, and some are beginning
to take root in Sri Lanka.
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Habitat Restoration and Conservation

One of the most important factors in the human-
wildlife conflict is habitat loss. As Sri Lanka’s
forests, wetlands, and agricultural lands are
cleared for development, wildlife is increasingly
forced into human-populated areas in search of
food and shelter. This encroachment often leads
to crop damage, particularly from species such
as elephants, monkeys, and wild boars.

Habitat restoration is one of the most effective
long-term solutions to this issue. By reforesting
areas where wildlife has been displaced, restoring
wetlands, and preserving buffer zones between
human settlements and wildlife habitats, Sri
Lanka can create more sustainable environments
for animals and reduce the likelihood of them
entering agricultural lands.

Conservation efforts must also address the
fragmentation of wildlife corridors. In many parts
of Sri Lanka, wildlife populations are confined
to smaller and more isolated pockets of land,
which increases human-wildlife interactions. By
preserving or re-establishing wildlife corridors
pathways that allow animals to move between
habitats Sri Lanka can reduce the pressure on
agricultural land while providing animals with
the space they need to thrive.

Scientific Monitoring of Wildlife
Populations

The ability to monitor wildlife populations
and track their movements is essential in
understanding the dynamics of human-wildlife
conflict. Scientific monitoring, which includes
tracking animal movements via GPS collars
and camera traps, allows researchers to identify
patterns in animal behavior, such as seasonal
migration routes or changes in feeding habits.

In Sri Lanka, monitoring technologies have
been used to track the movement of elephants in
the Central and Uva provinces, where human-
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elephant conflict is particularly acute. By
understanding when and where elephants are
likely to come into contact with humans, farmers
and conservationists can implement preventive
measures, such as erecting barriers or using early
warning systems to alert farmers of approaching
animals.

Such data also informs the development of
which
adjusting planting schedules or investing in

“smart farming” practices, include
crop varieties that are less attractive to wildlife.
These approaches rely on collaboration between
agricultural scientists and conservationists,
ensuring that farming practices are both

productive and wildlife-friendly.

Non-lethal Deterrence Methods

Many countries have developed non-lethal
deterrence methods to discourage wildlife from
entering agricultural areas. These methods can
be highly effective and offer a humane alternative
to lethal measures, which are often advocated by
individuals who view wildlife as a threat to their

livelihood.

In Sri Lanka, one non-lethal deterrent that has
shown promise is the use of chili pepper-based
sprays. Wild boars and monkeys are particularly
sensitive to the strong odor and taste of chili,
making it an effective deterrent. These sprays
are applied to crops or fences surrounding
agricultural land and can significantly reduce
crop damage without harming the animals.

Another effective deterrence method is the
use of noise devices, such as sirens, alarms, or
firecrackers, to scare wildlife away from farms.
While this method can be effective in the short
term, it is essential to ensure that these devices
are used in a way that does not disturb local
communities or harm wildlife in the long term. A
more sustainable version of this method involves
training community members to recognize
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warning signs of animal movement and use
noise devices selectively to direct animals away
from sensitive areas.

Wildlife-Friendly Agricultural Practices

Integrating wildlife conservation into farming

practices is another critical element of
scientific solutions to human-animal conflict.
Agroforestry, which combines tree planting with
crop cultivation, is one such practice that can
benefit both farmers and wildlife. Agroforestry
provides animals with food sources and shelter,
while also maintaining agricultural productivity.
For example, trees that produce fruits or nuts
can attract monkeys and other wildlife away

from crops, helping to minimize damage.

In addition, planting buffer zones of tall grasses
or hedgerows around crop fields can act as a
natural deterrent to wildlife. These zones provide
an area for animals to forage without entering
agricultural fields, thus reducing the likelihood
of crop damage.

Moreover, sustainable farming practices such as
organic farming and crop diversification help
to maintain soil health and reduce the need
for harmful chemical pesticides, which can
negatively impactboth wildlife and farmers’ long-
term productivity. Promoting these methods
requires collaboration between government
bodies, NGOs, and the agricultural sector to
create incentives and support for farmers who
adopt these environmentally friendly practices.
Media has in-depth and fast responsibility for it.

Community-Based Solutions

While scientific approaches are essential, the
involvement of local communities is key to
the long-term success of wildlife management.
Farmers and rural communities are often on the
front lines of human-wildlife conflict, and their
input, knowledge, and collaboration are crucial
to creating sustainable solutions.

Vol 33 | Issue 351 | March 2025 &3 @NAVANAIA



HUMAN-WILDLIFE CONFLICT IN SRI LANKA: MEDIA NARRATIVES, POLITICAL CONTRADICTIONS

Community Education and Awareness

Community education plays a vital role in
addressing human-wildlife conflict. Farmers
need to be educated on the ecological
importance of wildlife, as well as the best
practices for mitigating crop damage. Awareness
programs can provide practical solutions, such
as the use of non-lethal deterrents, the benefits

of agroforestry, and how to safely coexist with
wildlife.

In addition to farmer education, broader public
awareness campaigns can help change societal
attitudes toward wildlife. Media outlets and
conservation NGOs have a critical role to play
in promoting a message of coexistence, where
animals are seen as integral to the ecosystem
rather than as pests to be eradicated. By shifting
the public perception of wildlife, Sri Lanka can
foster a culture of conservation that supports
both environmental protection and sustainable
agriculture.

Community-Led Wildlife Monitoring

Involving local communities in wildlife
monitoring efforts can significantly improve
the effectiveness of conservation programs.
Local farmers and villagers often have valuable
knowledge of animal behavior, migration
patterns, and areas of conflict. By training
community members to identify signs of wildlife
movement and collect data on crop damage,
wildlife agencies can enhance their monitoring

efforts.

In regions like the Kandy District, where
the human-monkey conflict is particularly
pronounced, = community-led  monitoring
programs have been successful in reducing
conflict. Local farmers can report sightings of
monkeys in real-time, enabling authorities to
take preventive measures, such as deploying
deterrents or providing compensation for crop

losses.
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Compensation Schemes for Farmers

One of the key barriers to addressing human-
wildlife conflict is the financial burden that
crop-damaging wildlife place on farmers.
To alleviate this, compensation schemes can
provide financial assistance to farmers whose
crops are damaged by wildlife. These schemes
can incentivize farmers to adopt wildlife-friendly
practices, knowing that they will be supported in
case of losses.

Sri Lankas government has implemented

compensation programs in some regions,
but these programs are often underfunded
or poorly managed. A more comprehensive,
transparent system that ensures fair and timely
compensation would help farmers mitigate the
economic risks associated with human-wildlife
conflict. By reducing the economic pressures
on farmers, compensation programs can also
promote cooperation between the agricultural

sector and wildlife conservation agencies.

Conflict Resolution and Dialogue
Platforms

Dialogue between farmers, conservationists,
and government officials is essential to finding
balanced solutions to human-wildlife conflict.
Establishing conflict resolution platforms at
the local level, where stakeholders can meet
and discuss issues openly, fosters collaboration
and understanding. These platforms can help
address concerns, share knowledge, and work

toward common goals that benefit both humans
and wildlife.

In regions where the human-wildlife conflict
is particularly intense, community forums or
town halls can serve as venues for education
and dialogue. These platforms allow all voices
to be heard and provide a space for farmers to
discuss their challenges while learning about
conservation efforts and potential solutions.
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The Role of Government and Policy

The government plays a critical role in

supporting scientific research, promoting
community engagement, and implementing
policies that foster human-wildlife coexistence.
However, as demonstrated by Minister K.D.
Lal Kantha’s controversial statement, there is a
significant gap between political rhetoric and
the need for effective, science-based solutions.
Moving forward, the Sri Lankan government
must prioritize policies that address both the
root causes of human-wildlife conflict and the

immediate needs of affected communities.

National Wildlife Protection Policies

Sri Lanka needs to develop and enforce stronger
wildlife protection policies that prioritize habitat
preservation and human-wildlife conflict
mitigation. This includes expanding protected
areas, enhancing the management of wildlife
corridors, and incentivizing farmers to adopt

conservation-friendly practices.

Integrating Conservation into
Agricultural Policy

Agricultural policy must be closely linked with
conservation efforts. Policies that promote
sustainable farming practices, biodiversity
conservation, and land-use planning can help
prevent human-wildlife conflict from escalating.
the

financial incentives for farmers to adopt wildlife-

Moreover, government must provide
friendly techniques and support them during

times of crisis.

Conclusion

Addressing human-wildlife conflict in Sri
Lanka requires moving beyond divisive and
alarmist narratives that dominate the discourse.
Instead, the focus must shift toward science-
based solutions, community collaboration, and
long-term sustainability. By restoring habitats,
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implementing non-lethal deterrents, educating
the public, and supporting farmers, Sri Lanka can
balance the preservation of its rich biodiversity
with the livelihoods of agricultural communities.
This cooperative and respectful approach offers
the best path toward harmonious coexistence
between humans and wildlife.

Furthermore, rather than framing the issue as
a win-or-lose situation, the media has a crucial
responsibility to foster a balanced, solution-
oriented perspective. By promoting scientific
approaches and aligning public discourse with
the government’s manifesto commitments, the
media can play a key role in guiding communities
toward sustainable and effective resolutions. It
should be a crucial part of the larger landscape
of the progrssive ideological elaboration by the
new government of Sri Lanka.
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“We must not forget the fact that, in the past, many people were considered animals
and thought to lack human characteristics. Those people, too, suffered the same fate
that we propose to impose on animals today. Non-Europeans, — i.e., those who did
not have white skin and blue eyes, and people like us who lived in the Eastern world
were the people who suffered from that discrimination.”

- Vidura Munasinghe

“The farmer in the throes of being deprived of his farmlands, has also been made a
victim of agrochemical and seed companies that oppress him, he has been
pressurized with the water crisis, he has been made a victim of the business mafia
that buys his produce very cheaply, and no step has been taken to minimize the
post-harvest damage, and yet we tell the farmer that his sole enemy is the wild
animals that damage his crops.”

- Sajeewa Chamikara

“The ‘human-wildlife conflict’ should not be cited as a conflict but it should be
renamed as ‘human- animal competition over shared space in the ecosystems’ due to
the encroachment, deforestation, habitat degradation and climate change created by
humans. It is a competition driven by the attitude of placing humans and human
needs over the rights and needs of animals in determining their respective rights over
natural resources.”

- Janaha Selvaras

“Marginalizing the ‘other’ in Sri Lanka is not an isolated phenomenon but part of a
broader pattern of ‘othering, done to justify the discrimination, exclusion and
violence that has followed and this has been seen in various historical and political
contexts around the world. From the portrayal of Jews in Nazi Germany’s
propaganda, the Tutsis in Rwanda, to the current rise of Islamophobia in India,
media has long been used as a tool to stigmatize and marginalize specific groups, be
they humans or animals.”

- Sakuna M Gamage



