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Rehabilitation and release of orphaned elephants
back into the wild in Sri Lanka

B.A.D.S. Jayawardena, B.V.P. Perera & G.A.T. hasad
Elephant Transit Home (ETH)

Uda Walawe National Park

Sri Lanka

Despite the small size of Sri Lanka, it still supports a fairly

large population of elephants (Elephas maximus) num-

bering between 3,500 and 4,000 animals both within the

system ofprotected areas and outside, in the low country

Dry Zone. However, with the increase in the human popu-

lation and expanding agriculture, several elephants have

become pocketed into small patches of forest surrounded

by human settlements. Such a situation has led to increas-

ing confrontations between man and elephant in agricul-

tural areas, with loss of lives on both sides. Roughly two

elephants are being killed a week in Sri Lanka in conflicts

with man, and the Human-Elephant Conflict (IIEC) appears

to have replaced poaching, as a major cause ofelephant
mortality in the island. Most of the animals killed in HEC

are bulls, as they take more risks and travel long distances

in search of palatable crops and cows in heat. Sometimes,

even females are killed in Sri Lanka, and when that hap-

pens the calves become orphaned.

It was to care for such orphaned calves that the Depart-

ment of Wildlife Conservation (D\VC), on the advice of
the then Deputy Director (Veterinary Research) established

an Elephant Transit Home (ETH) in 1995 within the Uda

Walawe National Park, in the south of the country - a park

justly famous for its elephants. The calves were raised in
a closed-in area within the national park, until they fully
recovered from their injuries and trauma. They were given

food, but allowed free access to grazing grounds, which

contain some of the grasses preferred by wild elephants.

In this way, the calves were gr6dually conditioned to be-

come acclimatized to the general habitat into which th€y

would be subsequently released. One of the reasons for
keeping all the calves numbering more than 20, in one
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area, was to give them the opportunity to establish strong

social bonds with one another. Observations have shown

that some calves as they mature showed leadership quali-

ties, especially the females. It was only after such social

bondings were firmly established that the release of reha-

bilitated animals was even considered.

The first batch of animals, which had by then become

juveniles, was released on 2l March 1998, and comprised

3 males and one female. One of the males was a tusker. Of

the four animals that were released, the three males were

fitted with radio collars. The three radio-collared males

initially joined three separate herds, but after I I months,

the tusker left the herd he joined, and moved in with a

group of adult bulls. Earlier, the tusker had strayed and

was seen in chena cultivated areas, and had to be driven

back into the park on I 9 July, | 999 ro ensure its safety. The

only female that was released integrated successfolly into

a herd that used to range along the Mauara and Udawalwe-

Lunugamwehera corridor areas, visiting the Udawalawe

reservoir during periods of drought. One of the radiecol-
lared males was seen with a herd that usually moves into

Hullakapolla Gonaviddagala" and Thibirimankada areas.

In March 2000, the tusker was observed in the

Hullankapola area in the company of a bull group. It was

last seen near the proposed Udawalawe-Lunugarnwehera

elephant corridor, and subseguently not seen at all. There

are some reports that it was seen near Madunagala Sanc-

tuary, but ETH starffcould not confirm it, despite an exten-

sive search.

The animals were darted and sedated to rernove tlre radio
telernetry collanthartre becoming too tighrfcthe ani-
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mals as they grew. This was done in the case of a male and

female on l5 July, 2001 at Hullankapolla, and on l8 July

2001 at Mauara. The collars were removed under sedation

using Xylazine.

A second batch of orphaned but rehabilitated elephants

was released on I July 2000. The batch comprised 4 fe-

males and a male. Three of the females were fitted with

radio-collars. Prior to the release it was found that two

females, "Sadamali" and "Matthali" had developed strong

leadership qualities. Even after their release, the animals

remained as a unit in the herd that they joined. At present

this group has been observed from areds such as

Hullankapolla, Gonawiddagala, and Thibirimankada.

Given the success of previous releases, the third group

containing 8 animals (3 males and 5 females) was released

on l8 January 2OO2.The release was highlighted by the

medi.a and received wide publicity, and was carried out in

the presence of the Hon. Minister for Environment, Mr

Rukman Senanayake and the Director of DWC, Mr

Dayananda Kariyawasam. Three animals were fitted with

radio-collars, and the group was taken far from the area

where they were raised, and released in proximity to a wild

herd containing eight animals. The DWC has assigned

personnel to monitor the group and record how well it was

integrating into the wild herd. The release of elephants

back into the wild greatly reinforces the conservation ef-

forts of the DWC, and contributes positively to the man-

agement of elephants in the countr/. In the absence of

such care, rehabilitation and release, these calves would

certainly have died of starvation in the wild, as they were

too small to fend for themselves. Such a programme au-

gurs well for elephant conservation in Sri Lanka, as it has

been carried out entirely with local resources and person-

nel.
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