TERROR AT THE PARK

This incident I am about to tell you occurred on the 15™ of October 2007. | was eleven years
into my career, having started out in 1996 as a Wildlife Guide, and now a Second-Grade

Ranger stationed at the ‘Palatupana’ center at Yala National Park.

Every year, it is conventional practice to close Yala National Park to the public from the 1%
of September to the 15" of October due to the drought season. Yet, officials are kept busy
with the maintenance of ponds and roads, renovations and refurbishments of the several
tourist bungalows situated in the park and conducting raids for poachers and other no-do-

wells.

Since the park was to be reopened to the public the following day, we left Palatupana center
to restock the tourist bungalows. We set out on a ‘Land Rover Defender’, numbered 57-1462,
as a small posse of five, consisting of Ranger Mr. Asanka Gunawardana, Wildlife Guard Mr.
Mahendra Gamage, Finance Assistant Mr. B. M. J. Lakmal, Driver Mr. H. A. P. Chandana,

and myself.

We stopped by the ‘Maha Seelawa’ tourist bungalow and the ‘Nawa Buthawa’ tourist
bungalow and finally set out for the ‘Thalgasmankada” tourist bungalow. At around 6:00
p.m., we were nearing our destination, having just passed by the tank known as ‘Darshana
Wewa’ (also known as ‘Kota Bedi Wewa’), when we got word of a probable ambush at the
bungalow by insurgents of the ‘LTTE’ (Liberation Tigers of Tamil Ealam).

As soon as we turned the vehicle around to flee, we were peppered with a barrage of gunfire,
followed by indistinguishable shouting from both us and our attackers. As my eyes adjusted
to the creeping darkness around the thick forest, I was able to determine the obscure outlines
of about 10 — 12 militants. Fortunately, we were able to reach the center office despite the
gunfire. We got out of the Rover to find 13 bullet holes in the vehicle, but every one of us

was alive and had managed to escape without any serious bodily harm.

Our relief in escaping a sure death was soured as we received information of the militants
having murdered eight soldiers. They had also burned down the keeper’s house of the
‘Thalmasgankada’ bungalow, but both the keeper, Mr. K. L. Chandrasiri and assistant keeper,
Mr. Jagath Themiyapala, had managed to escape by hiding in the dense, dark forest.

We counted our blessings for surviving this traumatic episode, but this attack was one of
several the LTTE had executed in the Yala National Park over the years, until the end of the

nearly 30-year long, brutal civil war in May 2009.



As the war reached its long-awaited end, | transferred to the legal section of the Colombo
head office at the beginning of 2009. To this day, | still count my blessings, for it is nothing
short of a miracle that | survived.
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Yala National Park

Renowned as a wildlife paradise, Yala National Park is one of the oldest wildlife sanctuaries
in Sri Lanka. Although this park with an extent of 126786 hectares is less in size than
Wilpattu Park, it is a land rich in biodiversity. Located in the southeastern part of Sri Lanka,
Yala National Park is bounded on the north by the Uva Range, on the east and south by the
Indian Ocean, on the West by a tributary of the Menik River and on the Kataragama
mountain Range. Yala Sanctuary became a National Park on 25th February 1938 under the

Fauna and Flora Protection Ordinance.

This national park is divided into five zones for administrative convenience.

Part 1 - 14101 Hectares - belongs to Hambantota District.
Part 11 - 9931 Hectares - belongs to Hambantota District.
Part 111- 40775 Hectares - belongs to Monaragala District.
Part 1V - 26418 Hectares - belongs to Monaragala District.
Part V -6656 Hectares - belongs to Monaragala District.

In addition to these 5 sections, the Yala Strict Nature Reserve consists of 28905 hectares.

A scenery from Yala Buthawa Bungalow

The National Park which is located in two districts has diverse in annual rainfall and in the
third, fourth and fifth zones belong to the Monaragala district receive rainfall of 550-775 mm
whilst temperature there is 23 to 32 degrees Celsius. The first and second zones of the

Hambantota district receive an annual rainfall of 400-500 mm.

The months from May to September are dry months, when the animals run out of water and
food. During this time, wildlife is in dire need of rest, and during the peak of the drought,



September to October period, the park is closed to visitors.The park is generally known for its
wet monsoon and dry monsoon forests and thorn bushes. Ecosystems include freshwater and
marine wetlands, mangroves, and marine ecosystems such as coral reefs. Located in the
lowest plains of the island, some parts of the park are as high as 100 m to 125 m above sea
level. The Menik Ganga and Kumbukkan Oya, the 11th and 12th longest streams in Sri
Lanka, also flow through the Yala Park. Several tanks including Vilapala Wewa, Gonagala
Wewa, Mandagala Wewa, Uraniya Wewa, Mahaseelawa Wewa, Heenwewa and Korawakka

Wewa are found there.

41 species of mammals, 133 species of endemic birds and 27 species of migratory birds have
been recorded in the Yala National Park. Wild elephants, wild buffaloes and spotted deer can
be easily spotted here. Wildlife is mostly found in the marine areas of the first zone. Zones 1

and 11 of the park are a leopard paradise.

Bears, sambar, mouse deer, small Indian civet, foxes, wild cats, monkeys and palm civets are
some of the other animals that can be seen in this park. Close to the ocean star tortoise,

lizards such as the oriental garden lizards, common green forest lizards, and near rivers and

streams, salt water and marsh crocodiles can be found.
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There is no shortage of water in this forest which has an environment conducive to the
occasional nesting of migratory birds. There are about 20 lakes and lagoons avail here for
aquatic birds and other animals. From September to March of this year of the following year,
the migratory birds lodge in the surrounding and nearby sanctuaries.

Some migratory bird species make a permanent home here, such as the Black-necked stork.
Black-necked stork is the largest bird among the "Top 7 Wild Sri Lanka' animals published in
Sri Lanka.

During the migratory periods, the common sandpipers, forest wagtails, flamingoes, black
B T AT T tailed godwits, Indian pittas, and the golden plovers

e "i‘ﬂ‘f" are found. Spot billed pelican, Ceylon Jungle fowl,
‘ ' : Srilanka spur fowl, lesser adjutant, pheasant tailed
jacana, woolly necked stork, painted stork and
several species of herons, bitterns and egrets can

also be seen here.

Black necked stork

Blue tailed bee eater



The second zone of the park has the least coverage of forest, but all other zones are covered
with forests. The flora of Yala Park includes dry or semi-evergreen or thorny forests, wet
deciduous forests, mangroves etc. Palu, Veera, Lunuwarana are the predominant plants and
Ehela, Ranawara, Kohomba and wood apple plants are also widespread. Other species
include Andara, Kukuruman, Heen Karamba, Eraminia, Hirasa, Kiri Vel, Wild Pichcha and
Asparagus. About 300 species of plants have been identified in the first zone of the park

alone.

It has been established that there were settlements associated with this forest in the past. The
Pothana, Palatupana, Helawa, Okanda areas are villages where people lived in the past. Over
time, these settlements became forests and became paradise of wildlife. There is a statue of
the lord Buddha in a rock cave at the top of the hill belonging to the Magul Maha Vihara near
Palatupana. There is also evidence that ancient Buddhist shrines were in a very advanced
state at that time, according to ancient pottery ruins, Brahmi script, inscriptions, Buddha
statues, etc. Inscriptions related to the reign of King Dutu Gemunu have been found near the
Sithul Pawwa sacred ground. Pimburagala Kanda, Gona Gala, Akasha Chaitya, Vihara
Godella, Sithul Pawwa Rajamaha Vihara where the Arhat monks lived and the rock caves
and Magul Vihara are still places of worship within the park. There are many historical

stories and legends associated with Yala. Meanwhile, the stories related to Andre are very

interesting.

Divided for ease of administration, Yala Park has road facilities for tourists to visit. You have
to enter Palatupana to watch the first part of Yala. This park is managed by the Park
Headquarters located at Palatupana. 9.5 km from Tissamaharama town on the Colombo-

Kataragama main road past Kirinda at the Palatupana main entrance is located. It is about



40 km from Kataragama to Katagamuwa, Sithulpawwa to Palatupana via Bambawa. Tourist
lodges with all facilities have been constructed for tourists and accommodation should be
reserved from the Department of Wildlife Conservation in Colombo. A tourist information
center is also located at the entrance of the Yala National Park and a leopard Observation

Center has recently been established in the park.
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List of trees in the Yala documentary

Sinhala Names

Tamil Names

English Names

Botanical Name

Manilkara hexandra

e LITem 6V Ceylon Iron wood
8o ofsor Hedge Boxwood Drypetes sepiaria
SRl wrellevrisid Crateva
adansonii subsp. odora
SOC QareTenm Indian Laburnum,Shower of | Cassia fistula
gold
fof5¥ale%) SLOTTLD Matara Tea Senna auriculata
(Synonym- Cassia auriculata)
@ENEWID GeuliLh Margosa, Neem Azadirachta indica
lals aNevr Wood apple, Elephant apple | Limonia acidissima
o fole] LIG63T - Many species under family
Fabaceae
DO @5Y LOEW&V LDTGem e Spiny randia , Emetic - nut, | Catunaregam spinosa
False Guava
BsY >O® Amy Herr - Carissa spinarum
OB w0 B peng ) Ziziphus species
Bd.edes auFA 616060 Veld(t) grape Cissus quadrangularis
BB OE @eustr BlerT } Families Apocynaceae and
Rubiaceae species
O 80D ST - Jasminum species
6V60lem S
©mBw@ - Family- Asparagaceae

FTSTeuMif]
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List of animals in the Yala documentary

Sinhala name Tamil name English name Scientific name
aBwo WIT6% 60T 6T Asian elephant Elephas maximus
DEe &I &H6T Sloth bear Ursus ursinus
©®IBN LD6D [T & 61T Sambar Rusa unicolor
SIOlaPa) & LOTEHTE6T Mouse deer Moscheola meminna
e o, Fur T BTiISeT Palm Civet Hermophroditus species
O LSDIGL1 Lys»6uT&H6T Ring tailed civet Viverid species
8O Gursitesflm Gerer Golden jackal Canis aureus

pfl&eir
OC e STL_(H) LLeD6ITSH6T Jungle cat Felis chaus
B Qi TBIG Toque monkey macaca sinica sinica
ouI 00 (LPSTATLDLIGHT M) 61T Porcupine Hystrix indica
029 @D BL ST D ewLoS6T Star tortoise Testudo elegans
O C BRI FSILIL Blev 1pSemev Mugger crocodile Crocodylus palustris
O BYR 2 euir B (LPGHemeV Estuarine crocodile Crocodylus porosus
®0 ®Yede0 CHrL_L L1 L6Veds6T Oriental garden lizard Calotes versicolor
B ®Yee0 QuTgleuTesT ugens | Common green forest | Calotes calotes
SuT L16Vs0) lizard




Sinhala name Tamil name English name Scientific name
TGI8 &(HBISES] HTEDT Black-necked stork Ephippiorhynchus
asiaticus
EL PICOBBIC Q& TL 19580 Forest wagtail Dendronanthus indicus
QUTEVTL 1
g S zmdw QUHLD LyBTEDT Greater flamingo Phoenicopterus ruber
2 18800 FMDLIGD BTEDT Spot-billed pelican Pelecanus philippensis

@BE WO @MIOWIE DI B0

& (HEUTEV CLP & 60T

Blak tailed godwit

Limosa limosa

8808w @bFHw Ceri L s Indian pittah Pitta brachyura
&GO T 63T

DD W 5e0aTsy Bee eater Merops species
LIEhIr(HL_L_T6dT

®057 VeEdwns SOELITMIE S Golden plower Pulvialis fulva

08B @000 OloUETITS 19SS BTEDT Woolly necked stork Ciconia episcopus

CB DB wo LOEHEFET CLpds () [BTED T Painted stork Moycteria leucocephala

eI Sors

FTIDLIGV BTN D

Heron species

Ardea species

BN SeEs

Quiflw C&THE ausnas

Egret species

Egretta species

BN Sews

LDEHFET (& (H(F) UMD

Bittern species

Ixobrychus species

e9Cene Bwessy

15 6T 6V B)swevs

Gamifl

Pheasant tailed jacana

Hydrophasianus

chirurgus

DY 250D

APlw QLm BTewT

Lesser adjutant

Leptoptilos javanicus

0€ W

@evmimss  HTL([HS

Gamifl

Ceylon jungle fowl

Gallus lafayetti
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Gamifl
CurgiauTesr  LysiTerfls

QI FBIS TV 2 _6TETT 6T

Sri Lanka spurfowl

Shanka and Sand pipers

Galloperdix bicalcarata

Tringa Species
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