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Conservation Grants Fund Update

Conserving Buddha’s Giants 
With Trunks & Leaves, Inc.
By Dr. Shermin de Silva

Asian elephants range across thirteen 
countries with present-day populations 
being possibly just one tenth that of African 
elephants. Sri Lanka is home to the second 
most abundant population, densely packed 
on a small island containing about 20 
million people. As icons of Buddhism, 
elephants have long enjoyed cultural 
reverence; however, this hospitality is 
strained by dwindling habitat and increasing 
human-elephant conflict. Staff at Trunks 
& Leaves, Inc., seek to understand the 
basic ecology of Asian elephants, about 
which there are many unknowns, through 
long-term research at a site with more than 
400 individual animals, in order to better 
manage populations.

In addition to tracking the behavior 
and demographic dynamics of females, 
this project sets the foundation for 
understanding male behavior. In Sri Lanka, 
it is males that are most frequently, if not 
exclusively, implicated in conflict as well as 
human deaths. This project tries to uncover 

which bulls crop raid, and how that relates 
to their social and reproductive strategies. 
It also seeks to evaluate the impact of 
management actions involving electric 
fencing and removal of “problem” animals on 
conflict levels and attitudes of communities. 
In so doing, we also found that large-scale 
irrigation infrastructure development is set 
to radically alter the landscape.

We are using a combination of 
observing elephant behavior inside the 
park, camera traps outside the park, and 
community surveys to piece together the 
story of how this elephant population is 
impacted by humans and vice versa.  
Our aim is to work with wildlife managers 
to evaluate the efficacy of particular 
management strategies and work with 
communities to shift them toward more 
sustainable and elephant-friendly land  
use practices.

Dr. Shermin de Silva is the founder and 
president of Trunks & Leaves Inc. 

By the Numbers

2014-2016

Nearly 

$200,000  
was directed to island 
fox research—the largest 
proportion for a single 
canid species 

36 facilities 
supported African 
painted dog 
conservation

13 supported its 
research, making it the 
most widely supported 
species in both areas


