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Executive Summary: 
  
 The major research focus for the Wilderness & Wildlife Conservation Trust in 
2013 was to conduct a series of field visits to a selection of Protected Areas around the 
island. The rationale for these field visits, which included comprehensive questionnaire 
surveys of Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC) staff officers at each location, 
was to provide important information upon which can be based the strategy for a wide 
ranging camera trapping survey. This survey will be conducted starting in 2014 when 
WWCT’s Principal Investigator’s return full time. Building on prior work conducted in 
Yala National Park in the arid southeast, and Horton Plains National Park in the mid-
country hill zone, this study is aimed at establishing accurate population estimates for 
leopards in a number of locations representing an ecological cross-section of the 
country. These surveys will include habitat selection analysis which is critical to a 
nuanced understanding not only of leopard distribution but also how this distribution 
might be perceived by prey species at a fine scale. This perception in turn has direct 
impact on the distribution and behavior of prey species which influences predator-prey 
dynamics. This year’s surveys are providing relevant information regarding current 
DWC perspectives, identification of areas of intense conflict and/or threat and the 
establishment of a baseline from which can be gauged regional priorities.  
 
 WWCT continued with its work on the education and awareness front. 
Presentations were given at each of the Protected Areas visited as part of the above 
survey with a number of additional presentations for public and special interest groups. 
These presentations invariably are well received and often are the first quantitative 
approach to wildlife conservation to which audience members have been exposed. The 
demand for WWCT Leopard Project pamphlets at these presentations has been such a 
renewed print of the Sinhala pamphlets was required in 2013.  
 
 In addition, after earlier delays, the “Wild Cats of Sri Lanka” poster is complete 
and in print. This is a visually attractive fold-out poster that gives a clear and concise 
description, in English, Sinhala and Tamil of the four wild cat species that exist in Sri 
Lanka. Conceptually simple, there is nonetheless a substantial need for this sort of 
basic educational tool and it is expected that it will be in high demand.  
 
 Some frustrations in 2013 included continued delays on the analysis of the 250+ 
scat samples collected during the Horton Plains camera trap survey in 2012. This 
analysis is an important component of that work and the delays have meant that the 
results of this survey, summarized in last year’s Annual Report, have still not been 
published. Two other manuscripts have long been accepted in two different journals 
(one since 2012!) yet are still awaiting final publication.  
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Update of Leopard Project activities - January to December 2013 
 
 
I.  Research 

 
A. Island-wide – Protected Area Questionnaire and Initial Field Survey 
B. Black leopard poaching  

 
 
II. Education and Awareness 

A. DWC staff awareness presentations 
B. School/public awareness presentations 
C. Wild cats of Sri Lanka poster 
D. Leopard Project pamphlet reprint 
E. Publications 

a. Loris 
b. Journal of Threatened Taxa 
c. DWC field report 
 

 
 

IV. Acknowledgements 
 

 
  

I. Research 
 

A. Island-wide – Protected Area Questionnaire and Initial Field Survey 
 
 
The Wilderness and Wildlife Conservation Trust (WWCT) conducted surveys of 

Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC)  field staff as well as ground surveys in 

select Protected Areas (PA) throughout 2013 (Fig 1). The PAs consisted of National 

Parks (NP), Sanctuaries and Strict Natural Reserves. The reasons for these surveys 

were twofold:  

1. To better understand the ground situation at these select PAs with respect to 

perceived status of the species, threats and potential prey base. This is 

necessary to enable us to prioritize research activities and better inform us when 

conducting leopard and prey species distribution and density surveys in the near 

future.   

2. To obtain data from the DWC PA field staff of the frequency of leopard 
signs/sightings and to gauge their willingness to accommodate such survey work 
being conducted within their stationed sites.   
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Figure.1 Map of Sri Lanka showing the location (   ) of the 9 selected PAs for initial surveying 

and information dissemination. 
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Following approval by the DWC head office in March, 2013 to visit selected PAs for the 

purpose of interviewing staff and undertaking preliminary ground surveys, scheduled 

visits to the select PAs were initiated.  Table 1 details the survey schedule and the 

participant numbers of DWC field staff.  These 9 PAs were selected for various reasons, 

but mostly because there is a lack of specific information pertaining to the status of 

wildlife in these areas. Site #1, Ritigala and site #6, Giant’s Tank and Madhu Sanctuary 

are particularly data deficient. Site #2, Wilpattu is one of Sri Lanka’s best known 

National Parks and was of particular importance as a local tourist destination prior to the 

war. Post war it is regaining its prominence as a place to visit but there remains little 

known about species numbers. Site #3, Peak Wilderness, is in the Central Hills which 

has few PAs. This is one of the region’s largest and possibly most important, but it is a 

PA with little visitation, few roads or trails and a paucity of information regarding its 

wildlife. Both #4, Udawalawa and #5, Bundala, are well known and favoured by visitors, 

but their central attractions are elephants and birdlife respectively and little is known 

about other wildlife, specifically leopards here. #7,8 and 9 – Minneriya, Kaudulla and 

Wasgamuwa, are all National Parks in the north central dry zone which are under-

utilized except during a brief period in October when tourists flock to Minneriya to see 

large congregations of elephants.  

Protected Area Visitation months Participant numbers  Size of PA (Km2) 

1. Ritigala Strict Nature Reserve March 8 15.3 

2. Wilpattu NP March 16 1316.7 

3. Peak Wilderness Sanctuary April 6 223.8 

4. Udawalawa NP May 21 308.2 

5. Bundalla NP May 13 62.2 

6. Giants Tank & Madhu Sanctuary June 6 266.8 

7. Minneriya NP July 18 88.9 

8. Kaudulla NP July 14 69.0 

9. Wasgamuwa NP August 27 370.6 

Total  131 2721.5 

 

Table.1 Scheduled visit times in 2013 to the 9 Protected Areas, participant numbers and size of 

protected area under DWC authority. 
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As well, the selected PAs are distributed across the country representing significant 

portions of the protected areas complex and habitat types of Sri Lanka.  Together they 

represent over 4% of Sri Lanka’s total area and cover arid, dry, intermediate and upland 

wet zones. These surveys form the first part of a longer term plan for camera trap 

surveys across representative PAs, with the aim of completing the island-wide 

distribution of the endangered Sri Lankan leopard begun in 2003.  A successful camera 

trap research project has already been conducted in 2012 at Horton Plains National 

Park and the same methodology will be used for the other projected PA surveys. These 

initial surveys form an important preliminary step which we feel will allow an efficient 

implementation of our longer term goals.    

Methods  

WWCT staff visited the 9 selected PAs according to the scheduled roster (Table 1).  As 

prior notice was given to the PA wardens by DWC headquarter with regards this survey, 

scheduled visits were conducted during the time that the maximum number of stationed 

field staff was present.  This ensured a reasonably good sample size of DWC field staff 

in each PA.  

Each visit included 2 key research components:  

1. The questionnaire survey was discussed and filled out by DWC staff and other 

relevant personnel present. 

2. A field visit through the PA targeting areas where field staff had seen evidence of 

leopard presence.  Data such as scat samples and spoor/sign locations were collected 

accordingly by WWCT staff (Figure 2).  

As our knowledge base of each of the 9 protected areas varied and PA sizes also 

varied greatly (Table 1), the amount of time spent in each PA was determined according 

to need and available logistics.    

Questionnaire Survey – The questionnaire survey used during this initial study is 

attached at the end of this report (Appendix I). The survey was translated into Sinhalese 

and Tamil so that the DWC field staff was better able to answer the questions.  Tables 

2-5 and Figures 3-4 summarize the data collected from two sections of the overall 

survey.   

Field visit – Although the time spent in each of the PAs during these initial ground 

surveys was limited, the field visits allowed WWCT staff to obtain fine scale data 

including information about specific sighting locations mentioned by DWC staff. GPS 

locations were obtained for all mentioned sightings of leopard signs and in some PAs 
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data was actively collected on an opportunistic basis (see table 2 and Figure 5). This 

form of simple data will help in giving us initial localities of leopard frequency within the 

PAs which is a useful starting point when determining camera trap grid logistics.  

 

Figure 2: WWCT staff officer Nimalka Sanjeewani (right) collecting leopard data at a field visit to 

Minneriya National Park, July 23rd 2013.  

 

Initial Results and Feedback 

Initial results confirm leopard presence in all selected PAs, a result that was not really in 

question but worthwhile to confirm. In terms of relative leopard activity, Wilpattu and 

Wasgamuwa were most prominent which is again not surprising given that both parks 

are well-known to hold visible leopard populations (Figure 5). For these areas it will be 

of greater interest to estimate actual abundance for comparison with Yala as well as 

Wilpattu estimates from earlier times. More interesting results from initial surveys came 

from the more remote PAs such as Peak Wilderness, where no previous research has 

been conducted and where visitation is extremely low. Minneriya also stood out with 

respect to visible leopard signs and here it is the degree of connection with nearby NPs 

that will be of special interest. It was also encouraging to note the high interest of the 

field officers in these PAs including Ritigala and Kaudulla.   
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National Park 

Direct /Sightings Indirect Signs 

WWCT Others pugmarks scat scrapes 

Ritigala       1   

Wilpattu 2 many 4 1   

 Peak Wilderness   4       

Giant’s Tank & Madhu   2       

Udawalawa   2       

Bundala   1       

Minneriya   2 2 1 1 

Kaudulla   2   1   

Wasgomuwa   12 1 4   

 

Table 2. Data of leopard presence obtained in the initial field visits to the select PAs. 

 

The questionnaire surveys provided useful insight into perceptions of DWC staff and 

officers. Of the 72 individuals who responded to questionnaire survey (Table 3), 58.3% 

reported known leopard deaths within their respective PAs. There were 63 leopards 

identified as being killed within PAs and an additional 25 killed outside PAs. It is 

important to note that these numbers are not reliable indicators of the actual number of 

dead leopards as these observations have not been verified and the independence of 

them is not known with certainty. However, it does provide evidence that leopards killed 

within the confines of protected areas is fairly widespread.  

 

Protected Area Respondents 

Kaudulla NP 14 

Minneriya NP 13 

Wasgomuwa NP 9 

Bundala NP 8 

Wilpattu NP 6 

Peak Wilderness 6 

Udawalawa NP 6 

Madu/Giant's Tank 6 

Ritigala SNR 4 

TOTAL 72 

  

Table 3: Number of Protected Area staff and officers responding to questionnaire 
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Specific threats to leopard populations on the island are listed in Table 4. It is interesting 

to note that the most widely cited threat to leopard persistence is identified as hunting 

(54.2%) followed by human activities (41.7%). This latter category included such 

activities as chena (“slash and burn”) cultivation, livestock grazing and village 

expansion. Over 50% of respondents indicated that habitat depletion and/or degradation 

was a major threat while a quarter of respondents were concerned that targeting of prey 

species would negatively impact leopards either by decreasing available prey or through 

snaring. 

Threats # % 

Hunting 26 54.17 

Human population/activities 20 41.67 

Environment degradation 17 35.42 

Habitat depletion 11 22.92 

Snares 6 12.50 

Prey decline 6 12.50 

Fragmentation 5 10.42 

Roads 4 8.33 

Poison 2 4.17 

Tourism 2 4.17 

Fences 1 2.08 

Fire 1 2.08 
 

Table 4: Perceived threats to the leopard in Sri Lanka according to respondents (N=48) 

 

 

Figure 3: Reasons given by respondents (N=43) as to why leopards are important components of 

ecosystem 
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In addition to being cognizant of potential threats to the leopard, most respondents were 

aware that the leopard is an important component of the larger ecosystem (Figure 3). 

Conservation methods deemed useful to work towards conserving this important apex 

predator are listed in Table 5. Raising awareness was seen as a major avenue through 

which leopard conservation can be achieved, which lends credence to WWCT’s 

ongoing awareness campaigns. Habitat protection was not surprisingly cited as a 

valuable tool for conservation and it was encouraging to note that almost a quarter of 

respondents supported research as a useful enterprise regarding leopard conservation.  

Conservation Method # % 

public awareness 18 46.15 

habitat protection 16 41.03 

legislation 9 23.08 

research 9 23.08 

prey species protection 6 15.38 

forest conservation 4 10.26 

limit hunting 4 10.26 

improve/limit development 3 7.69 

limit tourism 3 7.69 

direct protection 3 7.69 

reforestation 2 5.13 

school awareness 2 5.13 

media 2 5.13 

rehabilitation centre 2 5.13 

remove villages 2 5.13 

limit cows 1 2.56 

construct water holes 1 2.56 

ex situ conservation 1 2.56 
 

Table 5: Potential methods to be used to conserve the leopard in Sri Lanka according to 

respondents (N=39) 

 

Given that respondents work mostly in National Parks where tourism is the mainstay, it 

was a touch surprising to see the ambivalence toward tourism in terms of its impact on 

leopard conservation (Figure 4).  An equal number of respondents think that tourism 

negatively impacts leopard populations as think tourism is beneficial.  
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Figure 4: Perspectives on the impact that tourism has on leopard populations within National Parks 

according to respondents (N=33) 

 

Research Priorities as determined from Questionnaire surveys  

i. From the results of this initial survey undertaking a camera trap survey of Wilpattu NP 

is the first priority. This is a well-visited park and there is a great deal of interest 

regarding leopard status here, particularly as this area was heavily involved in the 

protracted civil conflict in Sri Lanka and its post-conflict recovery needs to be monitored.  

This would be in keeping with our initial plans and as discussed previously with DWC 

head office staff.   

Lesser known PAs such as Peak Wilderness Sanctuary and the Kaudulla NP are also 

good candidates for research in the near future. Logistically challenging due to a lack of 

comprehensive road/trail networks and some relatively inaccessible, remote areas, an 

advantage to these PAs, in addition to leopard presence being repeatedly indicated, is 

that staff here are particularly supportive of the proposed research.  

Together, these 3 NPs represent 3 distinct habitat types - arid mixed forest, wet 

mid/montane forest and evergreen dry monsoonal forest – and are spread across the 

island on the northwest, south central and north central parts.  Results from these 

density surveys will serve to fill in some of the present gaps in the overall distribution 

map of the Sri Lankan leopard.   
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Figure 5: Young adult female leopard photographed crossing the jeep track during a field visit at Wilpattu 

National Park, March 26th 2013.  

 

ii. The Giant’s Tank and Madhu Sanctuary are also important locales given they are 

post war areas where little is known of the wildlife and habitat changes that have 

occurred during the past 30 years of civil conflict.  Information here was limited (Table 

2), however these PAs are still manned by military and though now cleared for the most 

part of landmines, it is better from a logistical perspective to conduct actual ground 

surveys only in 2015.  This will also be a follow on from our earlier 2011 post war north- 

east surveys which included this area. 

 

iii. Ritigala is known more for its archeological history than wildlife. It is a small, 

somewhat isolated pocket of distinct habitat which is in the dry zone but has 

characteristics of the wet zone due to its elevation. As a result it has high floral 

endemism and would be an interesting study location. Presently this part of the island, 

surrounded as it is by extensive paddy cultivation, is data deficient with respect to 

leopard status. Given the high interest shown by DWC staff in this location we are 

planning a rapid camera trap survey to investigate both leopard and other wildlife 

presence and density in this area. It would also give a better understanding of how such 

pocket habitats are being utilized by wildlife and their importance to the overall matrix of 

protected and unprotected areas.  
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Figure 6: Meeting villagers (centre), together with DWC personnel (right) and Sri Lanka army personnel 

(left) at Giant’s Tank/Madhu Sanctuary June 17, 2013. This was a grove of mango trees which had been 

used by the LTTE during the war.  

 

B. Black leopard poaching 

In consecutive months, 2 black leopards were caught in snares set for other wildlife in 

the vicinity of Sinharaja World Heritage Man and Biosphere Reserve. One of the dead 

leopards body parts had been poached and the remains left in a forest patch by Hanford 

estate (Figure 7). Due to the distinct colouration of these animals these incidents 

garnered substantial media attention. The DWC contacted WWCT about this issue and 

a field officer visited the snaring sites accompanied by a DWC officer. Villagers were 

interviewed and hair samples from the snare site were collected for future reference as 

this area has been linked with black leopard snaring and sightings for many years. A 

rapid site inspection of the surrounding area to document habitat and prey base was 

conducted and WWCT hopes to follow up with more in depth interview and ground 

surveys of the area and area residents with a possible rapid camera trap study together 

with DWC.  
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Figure 7: Poached carcass of the snared black leopard found near Hanford estate in the vicinity of 

Sinharaja World Heritage Man and Biosphere reserve.  

 

Following from this WWCT was contacted by a local journalist to contribute information 

and background for a nationally published article about melanism in leopards. This was 

a welcome opportunity as there is a great deal of misinformation pertaining to black 

leopards.   

 
II. Education and Awareness 
 

A. DWC staff awareness presentations 
 

As a component of the aforementioned questionnaire surveys, an awareness 

presentation was given at each Protected Area about the Sri Lankan leopard including 

an overview and results from research so far conducted by WWCTs Leopard Project 

throughout the island (Figure 8). The target audience for these presentations was field 

and administrative staff, who rarely have the opportunity to view these types of 

presentations. WWCT staff gave a power point presentation on the ongoing work of the 

status and distribution of the endangered Sri Lankan leopard (Panthera pardus kotiya).  

Detailed information on the leopard was also disseminated together with visuals and 

maps of its current distribution, prey base in different known study sites/habitats and 

some information on how WWCT has been conducting its research work i.e. camera 

trapping, transects, scat collection and analysis.  As government officers are often 

involved with WWCT work across our study sites it was an enlightening experience for 

these DWC field staff to learn how we conduct research and how they can be involved. 
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Figure 8: WWCT field officer Nimalka Sanjeewani giving awareness presentations to DWC staff at Peak 

Wilderness Sanctuary (April 6th, top left), Wilpattu NP (March 26th, top right), Udawalawa NP (May 11th, 

bottom left) and Madhu Sanctuary (June 17th, bottom right). 

 

B. Public awareness presentations 
 
WWCT staff delivered awareness presentations to interested visitors to Ritigala Strict 
Natural Reserve on the 12th of February, 2013.  This was conducted prior to the initial 
field survey visit to Ritigala in March.   
 
An informal talk was given to staff at the Mausakelle Reservoir which is in close 
proximity to the Peak Wilderness Sanctuary, in response to keen interest shown by staff 
stationed in that region.  
 
A targeted presentation was made to villagers and tea estate workers and some 
managers of the afore mentioned Henford Estate in Deniyaya district in the vicinity of 
Sinharaja Man and Biosphere Reserve in October (Figure 9). This was conducted in 
response to reports by DWC staff after the killings of two black leopards and the active 
poaching of the body part of one (Figure 7). A rising number of leopard, including black 
leopards were known to have been caught in snares in this area.  
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Figure 9: WWCT public awareness presentation at the newly built village council building in Henford 
estate village. 

 
 

C. Wild cats of Sri Lanka poster 
 

A simple trilingual pull-out poster of Sri Lanka’s four wild cat species (leopard, fishing 
cat, jungle cat and rusty-spotted cat) was created (Figure 10). It features a high quality 
photograph identifying each species together with a short text description and indication 
of species status. This is in response to numerous requests for this type of awareness 
material given that few people have seen all four of the represented species and much 
confusion still exists surrounding these species.  
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Figure 10: Front (English) and back (Sinhala/Tamil) view of the trilingual Wild Cats of Sri Lanka poster. 

 
 

D. Leopard Project pamphlet reprint 
 
An updated reprint of 500 Leopard Project pamphlets in Sinhala was made. This 
pamphlet has been very popular as a hand out during school and other awareness 
programmes and has been used extensively during PA surveys and specific site visits 
over the past several years.  
 

E. Publications 
 
Kittle, A.M., Watson, A.C. and Kumara, P.H.C. 2014. Baseline wildlife surveys of 

Northern Sri Lanka. Loris, Spring 2014 (accepted, in print) **This article was 

completed, submitted and accepted in 2012 but is still awaiting actual publication. 

 

Kittle, A.M., Watson, A.C., Kumara, P.H.C., Sandanayake, S.D.K., Sanjeewani, 

H.K.N. and Fernando, T.S.P. 2014. Diet, prey preference and habitat selection of the 

Sri Lankan leopard Panthera pardus kotiya (Mammalia:Felidae) in the central 

highlands of Sri Lanka. Journal of Threatened Taxa. Submitted August 2, 2013. 

Provisionally accepted December 2013.  

 

Kittle, A.M. and Watson, A.C. 2014. Field Report of Surveys Conducted at Protected 

Areas. Report for Department of Wildlife Conservation. 
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Annex I 

Preliminary Leopard information  Survey 

Area: 1.Wilpattu National park 2. Other National Parks 

__________________________________________________________________ 

Survey form 

Personal Information:      Survey Conducted by: 

1. Date:___________ 

2. Name:_______________________________ 

3. Designation:___________________________ 

4. Department:________________________ 

5. First appointment date for job:_____________ 

6. First appointment date to Wilpattu NP/Other NP (pls name):_____________________ 

7. Education level:__________________ 

8. What is your duty? ____________________ 

Field information: 

9. How often do you go to the field? Daily / weekly / monthly / other 

10. What is the method of going to the field? Walking / by motor bicycle/  vehicle /other 

11. How much distance do you cover in the field per day? 5-10 km/ 10-25km/ 25-50km/> 50km 

Wildlife Information: 

12. What are the animals you see most in the field? 

Mammals birds reptiles  amphibians  others 

1 

2 

3 

4 
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13. When was the last time you saw a leopard?  1 day ago / 1 wk ago / 2-3 wks/ > 1 month 

14. Where do you see leopard normally? On road/ in Forest/ on Tree/ grassland/ near bungalows/ 

other (name) 

15. How many times have you seen leopards in wilpattu/other NP (since your first appointment) ?  

never /1-5 times/10-15 times/> 15 

16. If you see leopard, at what location? 

    Date    location     coordination (if any) 

(approximate)  (name of junction/rd/villu) 

1  

2 

3 

4 

 

17. Have you seen any other leopard signs? Scat/ scrape/ carcass /pug mark (show relevant pics) 

_______________________________________________ 

18. Where have you seen this? Location name = rd/junction/villu/bungalow area etc 

_____________________________ 

_____________________________  

_____________________________ 

 

Deaths: 

19. Do you have any leopard death records? Yes/ no 

20. How many leopard death records inside the National Park? _______ 

21.  How many leopard death records outside of the park? ______ 

22. What is the recent leopard death record in wilpattu/other NP you know of?  ___________ 

When was this?_______ 
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Knowledge base: 

23. Do you think the leopard is important to the ecosystem? ________________________________ 

Why?__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

24.  What are the threats you know of for the leopard and their distribution? 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

25. Do you think tourism is good or bad for the Leopard?  Good / Bad.   

Why are your thoughts on this… 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________     

26. What are your suggestions for leopard conservation 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Thank you for your time and contribution.  The information you have provided will go towards the 

preliminary database for a further island wide camera trap distribution and abundance study of the 

leopard. 

 

The Leopard Project Team,    Department of Wildlife Conservation 

The Wilderness & Wildlife Conservation Trust       Sri Lanka 

 


