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Summary

Biodiversity conservation has been stated as a national goal for Sri Lanka. Accordingly,
the urgency of implementing and extending protection for wet-zone lowland rainforest areas
cannot be overstated, less than 8% of this original habitat remains intact and far less is under
protection. Major protected areas are the Sinharaja and the Kanneliya-Dediyagama-Na-
kiyadeniya (KDN) Reserves. Like the nine to ten other smaller reserves under government
administration, they are under threat from human encroachment.

The focus of this report is on the significance of lowland rainforest for the conservation
of Sri Lankan mammals. These old-growth habitats are home to 85 (78%,) of the 108 docu-
mented uniquely named land living mammal taxa (species and subspecies) of Sri Lanka. More
than 50% of endemic mammals reside there; involving 2 genera, 8 species and 17 subspecies.
Recent observations of the distribution of mammal taxa by phyto-climatic zone are consis-
tent with historical records. These taxa are tied to their ecological niches in the rainforests
even when their habitat is fragmented and degraded, thus putting their survival at risk. A
minority of generalist mammals may have expanded their range slightly to an adjoining zone
when habitat changes favored their ecological adaptations. The Ministry of Environment Red
List assessment (2012) has determined that 50 (59%) of these 85 lowland rainforest resident
mammals are threatened with extinction either as Vulnerable (n=17), Endangered n=21) or
Critically Endangered (n=12), primarily as a consequence of loss of habitat. Conservation of
mammalian diversity translates into conserving their ancient habitats of the wet-zone forests.

For more than five decades biologists have emphasized the need to protect these habi-
tats. There is sufficient taxonomic, ecological and biogeographical data available for plants
and animals to guide effective conservation efforts; the priority lies not in further studies but
in initiating active protection of what remains of these natural environments before there is
nothing left.

' National Institute of Fundamental Studies, Kandy, Smithsonian Conservation Biology Institute,
Washington, DC, USA; Association for the Conservation of Primate Diversity, Sri Lanka
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INTRODUCTION

Tropical rainforests of the world have a reputation of supporting a great diversity of life,
and those of Sri Lanka stand out among them as unique refugia for plants (Gunatilleke et
al., 2017) and animals (Bossuyt and Milinkovitch, 2001; Karanth, 2006) whose origins are
rooted in Gondwana more than 180 mya. These forest habitats deserve protection as a natural
heritage treasure of Sri Lanka; their irreplaceable contribution to global biodiversity and im-
portance to the history of life on earth has been acknowledged internationally. Unfortunately,
their future survival is threatened: Sri Lanka along with the Western Ghats, has been designat-
ed as one of thirteen global hotspot of biodiversity (Myers et al., 2000). Nature conservation
in Sri Lanka might be regarded as a national priority on par with the services for health, edu-
cation and economic development. In this leadership act of balancing priorities any trade-off
in support of nature conservation requires an educated public (and especially leadership) that
has an appreciation of the value of its natural resources. People will conserve only what they
love, and will love only what they know and understand, and will understand only what they
are taught.

It is in this spirit and broader perspective that this report is intended to serve a useful
purpose. While many life forms contribute to biodiversity, the objective here is to focus on
the role of mammals in enriching biodiversity and their plight in the highly populated and
threatened habitats of the wet-zone of Sri Lanka. Excellent illustrations and accounts of all
Sri Lankan mammals have been given in the tome by Yapa and Ratnavira (2013), guides (de
Silva Wijeyeratne, 2008), and older works by Philips (1935, updated in 1980). Charismatic
representatives have been featured in many international documentary films that showcase Sri
Lanka as a tourist destination — contributing to the nations” wealth.

The specific aims here are to review and highlight: (1) the diversity of mammals typically
resident in the wet-zone of Sri Lankan below 1500 m, (2) the threats facing their survival as
assessed by the Ministry of Environment (MOE, 2012) and international Red Listing agents,
(3) the endemic mammals involved, and (4) the few remaining pockets of natural habitat in the
wet-zone that require the utmost urgency in protection and conservation attention.

METHODS

The data in this report represent a synthesis of prominently published information regard-
ing the conservation (or red-listed status) of Sri Lankan mammals that typically reside, but not
exclusively, in the wet-zone areas below 1,500 m. The synthesis makes no pretense at being
exhaustive, but is intended as a useful representative sample of the status quo.
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Red List assessments

The Red List status follows the Ministry of Environment assessment (MOE, 2012) that
reported the National Conservation Status (NCS) as well as the Global Conservation Status
(GCS) for Sri Lankan plant and animal species. The NCS followed the [IUCN Global Red List
Categories and Criteria (version 3.1) guidelines adapted by the Ministry of Environment to
suit the information available for Sri Lankan species. In applying the Red List, criteria B (the
geographic extent of occurrence and area of occupancy) was used in most cases. Criteria A
(population size reduction over an extended period) and C (small population size and decline)
were used in cases where population data were available (Perera et al., 2012). The [UCN
categories most relevant to the present report on Sri Lankan mammals involved the three
Threatened categories of Critically Endangered (CR), Endangered (EN) and Vulnerable (VU),
as well as Near Threatened (NT), Least Concern (LC) and Data Deficient (DD).

Most Red List assessments (Appendix 1) were taken from the MOE report by Weerakoon
(2012) where, by convention, assessments were made at the level of the species. In Red List
reviews, especially within the Order Primates, the phylogenetic species concept is normally
applied and assessments are made more appropriately at the level of subspecies, where each
subspecies is accepted as the basic unit of conservation, also referred to as the Evolutionary
Stable Unit (ESU) (Ryder, 1986; Dittus 2013). This approach ensures that the diversity with-
in polytypic species is acknowledged for scientific and conservation management purposes
(Moritz, 1994; Vogler and DeSalle, 1994); the MOE report by Weerakoon (2012) mentions
this concern but adheres to the convention. Assessments for subspecies are highlighted with
notations in Appendix 1, and, with exception of the primates, were not available for most Sri
Lankan mammals. Therefore, the assessed category of threat, published by the NCS for any
polytypic species was taken as applicable to its subspecies, with noted exceptions (Appendix
1). Insofar as the geographical distribution of subspecies is more limited than that of the
parent species, the Red List status of subspecies provides a powerful tool in decisions of land
use for conservation.

Endemism

Endemic genera and species were highlighted by Weerakoon (2012) in the MOE report.
Taxonomic distinctions had also been published for many Sri Lankan mammal subspecies by
Eisenberg and McKay (1970), Phillips (1935, and updated 1980), Yapa and Ratnavira (2013)
and others. These designations of endemism at different taxonomic levels and by different
authors were reviewed (Dittus, 2013) and are indicated in Appendix 1.

Distribution of mammals by habitat type and phyto-climatic zone.

Consideration of the geographical distribution of mammals rests on the evolutionary and
ecological principles of niche adaptation (e.g., Peterson et al., 2011). Climate and to some
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extent soil interact to determine vegetation form, which in turn influence mammalian ecology
and faunal composition in any one area (Eisenberg, 1981). Detailed information on the eco-
logical niches of different mammalian taxa is variable. But, major differences in habitat have
been well documented and can be taken as proxies for major mammalian niches differences.
Eisenberg and McKay (1970) were the first to relate mammalian faunal distribution in relation
to seven phyto-climatic zones as described by Mueller -Dombois and Sirisena (1967). The
lowland arid-zone (A) supports monsoon scrub jungles and grasslands that occur in the ex-
treme north and northwest (A1) and extreme southeast (A2) of the island. The most extensive
area (B) includes the lowland monsoon forest and grassland of what is commonly known as
the ‘dry-zone’. A belt of transitional inter-monsoon forest (C) separates the dry-zone from the
wet-zone. Rainforests in the south-west and the central massif of the island occur below 1000
m (D1), between 1000 m to 1500 m (D2), and above 1500 m (D3). The boundaries between
these habitat types are inexact (depending on measurement criteria applied) and local varia-
tions occur. For example, in zone D3, Wijesinghe et al. (1993) distinguish between an ‘inter-
mediate’ and ‘wet” montane zones, and following Fernando (1968) confine, the ‘arid-zones’
much closer to the coasts. Subsequent writers on mammalian distributions have applied the
same (Weerakoon, 2012) or slightly modified zonations (e.g., Weerakoon and Gunatilake,
2006; Yapa and Ratnavira, 2013). Yapa and Ratnavira (2013) often indicated specific place
names for records of observation. The demarcation of wet-zone boundaries were comparable
among these different reports and some sections of the Knuckles Conservation area were con-
sidered as part of the lowland wet-zone rainforest.

RESULTS

In order to obtain an overview of the mix of factors that influence mammalian diversity,
biogeographic distribution and prospects for avoiding extinction it was useful to document
these different factors for each mammal taxon to the extent that information was available. Of
the (n=111) land-living unique native mammalian taxa, for which there are zonal distribution
data as well as Red List assessments, 85 are resident wholly or partly in the wet-zone (D1 and
D2); they are indicated either as monotypic (n=70) or polytypic species (n=9), an additional
smaller number (n=6) are indicated as unique subspecies separately from the nominate sub-
species where such occur among polytypic species. All unique taxa inhabiting the different
phytoclimatic zones are indicated (Appendix 1).

Zonal habitat distribution through time

Most information on mammalian distributions date from the late 19th to the middle of the
20th centuries. More recent records of distribution were updated as modifications of earlier
ones, either adding newly cited locations, subtracting ones seen earlier or no change noted or
known (Appendix 1). Updated biogeographical information was not evenly available among
taxa, and involved mostly those species that had been studied in the last two decades, notably
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the shrews (Meegaskumbura et al., 2007; Meegaskumura and Schneider, 2008), some of the
rats and mice (McKay, 1984; Wijesinghe and Brooke, 2005; Wijesinghe, 2006; Ratnaweera
and Wijesinghe, 2009; Wijesignhe, 2012), flying squirrels (Dissanayake and Oshida, 2012),
bats (University of Colombo bat survey of 2004, cited by Yapa and Ratnavira 2013), ma-
caques and langurs (Dela, 2007; Rudran, 2007; Dittus, 2012), lorises (Nekaris and Jayewar-
dene, 2004; Perera, 2008; Gamage et al., 2017), chevrotains (Groves and Meijaard, 2005),
civets (Groves et al. 2009), cats (Miththapala, 2006; Kittle et al., 2017, Kittle and Watson, in
press), elephants (Jayewardene, 1994; Fernando et al. 2011). Several other taxa are fairly
conspicuous or well known in their recent zonal distributions in the absence of focused stud-
ies, these include the larger deer species (spotted-deer and sambur), hares, porcupines, sloth
bear, wild boar, and jackals (Yapa and Ratnavira, 2013). Additional information in the current
zonal distribution of mammals would be desirable among the native rats and mice, forest
squirrels, mongooses as well as pangolins.

Red Listed mammals

The level of threat for each mammal taxon (genus, species and subspecies) residing par-
tially of wholly in the lowland (D1) and mid to upland (D2) wet-zone of Sri Lanka were given
in Appendix 1 and summarized for all taxa (Figure 1) and for each family of mammals (Table
1). The levels of Red List threat varied among mammals according to their taxonomic clas-
sification and status as endemic and non-endemic (Figure 2). Resident non-endemic species
(n=56), encompassed 15 endemic subspecies where species were polytypic, and 10 non-nom-
inate unique subspecies. About half (48%) of all endemic subspecies were threatened. All
endemic genera, and species were threatened, and 42% of non- endemic taxa were threatened
(Figure 2).

Remnants of habitats located in the wet-zone < 1500 m.

Excluding specialized niches, such mangroves, most of the remnants of original or old-
growth forest was Lowland Wet Evergreen Forest (Jayasiruya et al., 2009). Wickremanayake
and Buthpitiya (2017) estimated that 13% of these forests are protected. Much of what is left
of these 19 to 20 widely scattered remnants can be found in government administered forest
reserves and sanctuaries. With the exception of the Sinharaja (NHWA), most are small in
area and subject to degradation - taking the prevalence of Sparse and Open Forest as a sign of
past disturbance (Table 2). The viability status of these forests has been assessed using basic
ecological parameters to estimate the ability of this rainforest ecological system to persist and
maintain its biological diversity into the future. Although the viability prospects were graded
as good or very good for more than 85% of the total remaining forest areas, this was true for
only a select few sites that were large in area (Jayasuriya et al. 2006; 2009).
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Table 1. The distribution of endemic and non-endemic taxa and levels of threat to

them among the different families of mammals resident in the wet-zone rainforests of
Sri Lanka. CR = Critically Endangered, EN = Endangered, VU = Vulnerable.

Mammal taxa Number of Red-listed level of threat for mammal Number of
resident in resident gen-  genera*®, species and [subspecies] endemic
wet-zone era*, species genera*,
< 1,500 m and [subspe- species and
cies] CR EN VU [subspecies]

Polytypic Families
Shrews 1*+ 8 *+3 4 *+6
Fruit bats 4 [1] [1]
Leaf-nosed bats 5 1 1+[1]  [2]
Free-tailed bats 2 1+][1] [1]
Vesper bats 10 [1] 1+][1] 3 [2]
Sheath-tailed bats 3 1 1 1
False vampire bats 2 1+[1] [1]
Horseshoe bats 2 [1] [1]
Loris [2] [2] 1
Macaques & langurs  [3] [1] [2] 2
Flying squirrels 2 [2] [2]
Forest squirrels 3+[2] 2 2 +[3]
Gerbils, rats & mice *+11+[2] 2 I*+1+][1] [1] 1*+3+[6]
Civets 4 2 2 +[1]
Mongooses 3+[1] 1 [3]
Cats 3 1 2 2]
Deer 3 1 [1]
Chevrotains 1 1 1
Monotypic Families
Elephant 1 [1] [1]
Otter 1 1
Porcupine 1
Hare 1 [1]
Pangolin 1
Wild Boar 1
Jackal 1 [1]
Total  Genera 2% I* 2 *

Species 73 8 11 13 17

Subspecies  [10] [3] [10] [4] [29]
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Figure 1. The Red List status of mammalian taxa resident in the wet-zone rainforests
of Sri Lanka. CR = Critically Endangered, EN = Endangered, VU = Vulnerable, LC =
Least Concern, NT = Not Threatened (adapted after Weerakoon, 2012).
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Figure 2. The numbers of mammalian taxa that are resident and threatened in the wet-

zone forests according to their taxonomic and endemic status.
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Table 2. Protected areas including Lowland Wet Evergreen Forest
suited as ecological niches for mammals of the wet-zone.

CF= Conservation Forest, FR= Forest Reserve, LWEF = Lowland Wet Evergreen Forest,
MEEF = Mid-elevational Moist Evergreen Forest, MMEF= Moist Mixed Evergeen Forest,
NHWA = National Heritage Wilderness Area, PR= Proposed Reserve, SAVG = Savanna
Grassland, SPOF = Sparse and Open Forest. Adapted from Jayasuria et al., 2009

Forested area Main vegetation types Extent, Sector
ka

Protected Area
Diyadawa LWEF, SPOF 24.5 Forest FR
Gilimale-Eratna LWEF, SPOF 48.4 Forest PR
Haycock LWEF 3.6 Forest FR
Kanneliya-Dediyagala-Nakiya- ~LWEF, SPOF 10.4 Forest FR, PR
deniya
Kalutawawa and Labugma LWEF, SPOF 21.0 Municipal

Reservoir
Kanumuldeniya LWEF 6.8 Forest FR
Kombala-Kottawa LWEF, SPOF 16.2 Forest PR
Knuckles LWEF, MEEF, MMEF, <180 Forest CF

SAVG, SPOF
Kurulukele LWEF, SPOF 0.1 Wildlife
Mulatiyana LWEF 31.5 Forest FR
Oliyagankele LWEF 4.9 Forest FR
Rammalakanda LWEF 14.1 Forest FR
Sinharaja LWEF, SPOF 111.9 Forest NHWA
Udawattakele LWEF 1.0 Forest FR
Total 293+
DISCUSSION

Mammals’ fidelity to niche habitats by phyto-climatic zone

Sri Lankan landscapes and natural areas have been subject to major changes, most-
ly through the reduction of natural forests habitats and their fragmentation in the pursuit of
conversion for economic, mostly agricultural use (Jayasuriya et al., 2006). Such change is
particularly evident in the lowland (and montane) rainforests (Gunatilleke and Gunatilleke,
1983, 1991; Wickramanayake and Gunatilleke, 2002; Katriarachchi, 2012). Consideration of
the magnitude of change in natural habitats invites the question of its effects on mammalian
biogeographical distributions (Dittus, 2017) as well as to the survival prospects of differ-
ent mammals (Weerakoon, 2012). Although ancient records of mammalian distribution are
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sparse, mammalogists of the late 19th century up to about 1969 have provided a rich source of
information about the taxonomic diversity of mammals and their biogeographical distribution.
As such, the early records offer the best estimate of ancient patterns of mammalian diversity
and its distribution over Sri Lankan landscapes. A comparison of these records with more
recent ones, emerging in the past 20 to 30 years was considered a fruitful exercise to disclose
the nature and extent of change in habitat on patterns of mammalian distribution, viewed at
the level of the phyto-climatic zones, and threats to mammal survival.

Keeping in mind the limitations in method and empirical evidence in such a broad brush
consideration, the comparison is nevertheless instructive because it highlights the following
trends. Firstly, defining the core of zonal distribution for each taxon as the area of most sight-
ings (representing perhaps the highest densities), these core zones have not changed, or can be
safely assumed to not have changed, in recorded time for any taxon (Appendix 1). Secondly,
distributional changes have been noted, however, with respect to zones adjacent to their origi-
nally recorded cores. About 26% of the taxa were newly recorded at sites abutting their core
zones and 7% were not recently seen in adjacent areas where they had been noted earlier. The
question arises are these changes biogeographically meaningful expansions or retractions of
distributional ranges, or artifacts of sampling? Species of shrews, bats, rats and mice together
account for nearly all new distributional records into wet-zone areas D2 and or D3, where
the same species had not been recorded historically (Appendix 1). These correspond to the
taxa and areas of concentrated studies in the last two decades, notably by the University of
Colombo bat survey of 2004 (cited by Yapa and Ratnavira, 2013), as well as others (e.g.,
Jayasekera et al., 2007; Meegaskumbura and Schneider, 2008; Wijesinghe, 2012). Increased
sampling scrutiny appears to have played a role in exposing the wider zonal ranges of these
species (Appendix 1). By a similar argument extensive studies in the dry and arid-zones by
Smithsonian Institution researchers, 1963-1970 (Eisenberg and Lockhart 1973; McKay, 1973;
Ripley, 1967) appear to reflect observations, for example of some widely distributed bat
species as seasonal visitors that were not observed in later short-term surveys (Appendix 1).
The decline to virtual absence of significant numbers of elephants in the wet-zones (D1, D2)
over time appears to reflect a response to major changes in past hunting and increased human
disturbance (Jayewardene, 1994; Fernando et al., 2011).

On the other hand, habitat changes brought about by humans would underlie the expan-
sion of the ranges and species densities of mammals typically commensal with man, such as
Suncus murinus (Meegaskumura and Schneider, 2008) and some rodents, e.g., Rattus rat-
tus rats (Kotagama and Karunaratne, 1983; Ratnaweera and Wijesinghe, 2009; Wijesinghe,
2012). Likewise, two mesopredators, the ring-tailed civet and fishing cat have been noted
as new montane wet-zone areas (D2, D3) (Appendix 1). Following the logic of the cas-
cading ecological dynamics in novel habitats (e.g., Hobbs et al., 2006; Estes et al., 2011),
are the expanded distributions of these small predators a reflection of greater prey densities
(of generalist rodents for example) in newly disturbed areas (Wijesinghe, 2012), or an arti-
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fact of more intensive sampling, for example with camera traps (Kittle and Watson, 2018)

The conclusion that can be drawn from these, albeit broad strokes comparison, are that
on ecological principles alone one would expect mammals to remain in habitats that sup-
port their adapted niches (Eisenberg, 1981), despite habitat fragmentation and reduction
of available niche space. To the extent that comparisons in changes in gross habitat occu-
pation are available over time, these predictions seems to be supported (Appendix 1).

In the case of the leopard, Kittle et al. (2014) and Kittle and Watson (2017) argue that fidel-
ity to niche habitats results not in the abandonment of altered habitat, but in adapting their diet
(to changes in prey densities) where habitats have been altered. Fishing cats, too, seem able to
adapt to human presence and live in and around human habitation (Miththapala, 2006). Dela
(2012) has shown the purple-faced langur changes its diet in accordance with habitat changes
caused by humans. Similarly, major changes in population densities, but not shifts in zonal
distribution, per se, have been documented among commensal toque macaques because of
novel food sources (garbage and crops) introduced by man (Dittus 2012; Dittus et al., 2019).

A new factor, however, has been introduced by humans influencing the zonal distribution of
some mammals: namely, the translocation of mammals considered as pests (Dittus, 2012; Fer-
nando etal. 2012). Translocations of subspecies of toque macaques have occurred, for example,
from zones (D1, D2 and D3) at sites such as Kandy, Peradeniya, Matale, Kegalle, Hakgala Gar-
dens (among others) into rural and/or protected areas into zones, A, B and C that are foreign to
these subspecies ecological niches (Dittus, 2012). Taxonomic and biogeographical distinctions
are thereby blurred and undermine the national goal of biodiversity conservation (MOE, 2012).
Not to deny the ills of human-wildlife conflict, there are more constructive and benign ways of
resolving the human-wildlife conflict (Dittus, 2012; Dittus et al., 2019) other than outright ex-
termination or translocation of localized pest populations. Translocation as a tool in wildlife
management has been shown to be ineffective and has been widely decried (Cravenetal., 1998).

Novel ecosystems (e.g., Pethiyagoda, 2012) created by the replacement of old growth
forests with secondary growth of open landscapes are encroaching even protected reserves
(Jayasekera et al. 2009) and are unsuited alternatives for sustaining the biodiversity of past
millennia, primarily because they sustain adaptable generalist species rather than niche spe-
cialists as common among endemics (Wijesinghe, 2006; Ratnaweera and Wijesinghe, 2009).
Notwithstanding this caveat and taking the long view, plant community succession over sev-
eral hundred years potentially may eventually provide suitable niches. But in order for this to
be effected old growth habitats need to be conserved as source habitats and both old and new
habitats require strict protection. Given the genetic, economic and management challeng-
es involved in such a plan preservation of existing old growth takes priority of investment.
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Threats to Extinction

The above comparisons indicate that despite habitat destruction and fragmentation, mam-
mals remain tied to the climatic zones which support their ecological niches. With the exception
of some generalist mammals, and those readily converted to commensals, this close tie subjects
them to the risks of extinction if their life-giving special habitats are destroyed. A case in point
is manifest among endemic rodents that loose living space when their ancient old-growth niches
are replaced by secondary growth (Wijesinghe, 2012). More inclusively, a finer grained inspec-
tion of geographic distribution was made for each taxon according to Red List criteria: extent of
occurrence, area of occupancy and population trend (MOE, 2012). The biggest threat to all mam-
mals in the wet-zone forest was owed to loss of habitat (IUCN Criterion B, Weerakoon, 2012).

A summary of threatened mammal taxa indicated that 59% of mammals resident in the wet-
zone forests are threatened with extinction; 40% ofthem were either endangered or critically en-
dangered (Figure 1). Threatened mammals included both endemic genera, all endemic species,
nearly half of endemic subspecies (48%) and many (42%) of all non-endemic taxa (Figure 2).

The levels of threat varied among families of mammals, but all 17 polytypic families and
two out of seven monotypic families had one or more of their lower level taxa threatened (Ta-
ble 1). Mammals with low vagility (shrews, some primates, squirrels) and/or fidelity restrict-
ed to wet-zone habitat were at risk most often and seriously. In other words, mammals whose
niches and livelihoods are most dependent upon the rainforests were also the most threatened
with extinction through habitat loss.

Habitats for biodiversity conservation

What is the status of potential safe harbours for mammal survival? A few centuries
ago lowland rainforest (12,500 km?), montane forest (3,000 km?) covered significant ar-
eas of Sri Lanka. Overall closed forest cover in all of Sri Lanka has dwindled from 84%
in 1884 to less than 22% in 2016 (after Legg and Jewell, 1995; GOSL, 2000; FAO, 2005,
2010). Forest loss was greatest in the wet-zone, particularly in the lowlands, where most
humans dwell. Of the original lowland rainforests (D1) less than 8% now remain as frag-
mented, degraded and isolated patches throughout the lowland wet-zone (Wickramanay-
ake and Gunatilleke 2002; Jayasekera et al., 2009; Kathriarachchi, 2012, Gunatilleke et
al., 2017). What remains in government protected areas (Table 2) continues to be subject
to human encroachment and conversion from lowland rainforest as indicted by the preva-
lence of disturbed open forests in the majority of these protected areas (Table 2). These ar-
eas, though small in comparison to their original extents are nevertheless the last critical-

ly important refuges for biodiversity of which mammals are but one important component.
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CONCLUSION

The ecological properties of lowland rainforest, threats facing them, the fauna and flo-
ra that that they support and their conservation status have been reviewed (Gunatilleke and
Ashton, 1987; Senanayake et al., 1977; Gunatilleke and Gunatilleke, 1991; Ashton et al.,
1997; Wikramanayake and Gunatilleke, 2002; Kathriarachchi, 2012; Wijesundara, 2012).
These forests have been hailed as globally unique but the threats facing them contribute
to Sri Lanka’s disrepute as a hotspot in biodiversity (Myers et al., 2000). The present re-
view lends the perspective from the mammalian inhabitants in these forests: nearly 60% of
which are threatened with extinction, among them all endemic genera and species (Figure 2).

If the nation’s natural heritage and aims (MoFE 1999; MoE 2012; MoMDE, 2016) to safe-
guard it are to be taken seriously, the urgency for meaningful protection requires an upgrade
in conservation policy and its implementation (Miththapala, 2015; Wickramanayake, 2018).

While new research data are always welcome in science, there is more than suffi-
cient taxonomic, distributional and ecological information already available for mam-
mals to guide conservation management: the urgency for conservation action outweighs
concerns over minor gaps in our knowledge (Grantham et al., 2009). For all native or-
ganisms (MOE, 2012), not merely the mammals, these actions require the protection of
the last remnants of old-growth habitats supplemented by the reclamation of secondary
or disturbed habitats towards their original biodiverse state (Pethiyagoda, 2012; Guna-
tilleke et al. 2017). The scientific and technical communities have charted the way for-
ward (e.g., Jayasuriya et al., 2006; Wickremanayake and Buthpitiya, 2017). It is up to
the nation’s political stewards to fail, or not, the citizens of Sri Lanka and the world.
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