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PROTECTING 
THE ENDANGERED 

DRAGONFLIES
OF HUNUWELLA

Dilmah Conservation and Kahawatte 
Plantations PLC are on a mission to 

enhance the watershed and streams 
flowing through Hunuwella Estate in the 

Ratnapura District, to provide a better 
environment for all the species that live 

there and in particular to protect two 
globally endangered species of dragonfly - 

the Rivulet Tiger (Gomphidia pearsoni), and 
Wijaya’s Scissortail (Microgomphus wijaya).

KAHAWATTE PLANTATIONS PLC
Hunuwella estate, Ratnapura district
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Globally Endangered 
Dragonflies

In 2012, an extensive survey of biodiversity of the Hunuwella Estate in the Ratnapura 
District discovered two colourful and exotic species of dragonfly that are considered 
globally endangered (IUCN Red List 2012) - the Rivulet Tiger (Gomphidia pearsoni), and 
Wijaya’s Scissortail (Microgomphus wijaya). The survey was part of a wide-ranging effort 
by Dilmah Conservation aimed at documenting and protecting biodiversity on the 
estates of Kahawatte Plantations PLC, whose parent company is the MJF Group.

Realizing the significance of the discovery, and the importance of the watershed of 
Hunuwella Estate, the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) which had 
carried out the survey, proposed enhancement of the watershed area of this estate, and 
more specifically, the protection of two globally endangered dragonfly species.

Hunuwella Estate is located at Opanayake in the Ratnapura District of the 
Sabaragamuwa Province, approximately three and a half hours’ drive from Colombo 
on the A4 Highway, past Ratnapura and Pelmadulla, 134 kilometres from Colombo. The 
estate is comprised of 991.5 hectares of land area, and has three main crops – rubber, 
tea and cinnamon, with smaller extents of coconut and macadamia nuts. Of this land 
area, 10% has been reserved as forest land. The height of the estate varies from 100 to 
900 metres, since it is located on a set of hillsides, with its factories being located at 183 
metres. It contains three rubber factories, one tea factory, and a cinnamon processing 
centre which handles the processing of cinnamon for the entire region.

The area is indeed rich in biodiversity. The 2012 survey by IUCN found 282 species of 
flora, of which 21 were endemic and 15 classified as threatened; and 214 species of 
fauna, of which 37 were endemic, 13 classified as nationally threatened, and 24 as near 
threatened. This study discovered the presence of the two endangered dragonfly species 
on the estate.

Rivulet Tiger - Gomphidia pearsoni
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More recent field visits to the Hunuwella Estate by IUCN scientists in March 2015 
discovered two more species of Odonates (dragonfly) which are listed on the IUCN 
Red List 2012 as globally critically endangered – the Sri Lanka  Lyrate Grappletail 
(Heliogomphus lyratus) and the Sri Lankan Nietner’s Grappletail (Heliogomphus neitneri).

So far, Hunuwella Estate has been found to be home to 28 species of dragonfly of 
which 17 are endemic; 89 species of butterfly of which 8 are endemic and five listed as 
endangered; 7 freshwater fish species, of which 2 are endemic; 10 amphibians, of which 
7 are endemic and two endangered; 13 reptiles, of which 4 are endemic; and 38 species 
of birds, of which 6 are endemic.
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Strange perhaps that an estate bordering such a heavily travelled highway could harbor 
such a diverse range of species. Yet, the estate is in fact located in a region that has 
some of the largest numbers of species in Sri Lanka, when one considers that above and 
beyond the foothills of the estate lie the mountains of the Peak Wilderness, while much 
of the estate has a breathtaking view of the Rakwana Range to the south.

Dragonflies are an important indicator of the quality of any environment. They are 
extremely sensitive to environmental threats, and their presence generally indicates 
that the particular area is fairly pristine, and generally free of pollution and chemical 
contamination.
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Dilmah Conservation’s  
wide-ranging efforts

The project is part of the wide ranging effort launched by Dilmah Conservation and the 
MJF Group to enhance the sustainability of biological resources throughout its estates. 
It entails the enhancement of the watershed of Hunuwella Estate, and in particular 
the six selected streams, in an effort to protect the two endangered dragonfly species. 
The project has been designed by IUCN, which is carrying out intensive surveys and 
observations, and working to a detailed plan over a period of one year (2015) to 
enhance the biodiversity in and around the streams. Teams from IUCN carried out 
an year-long pilot project with the aim of providing technical support for the estate’s 
management for the long-term. 

The management of Hunuwella Estate is also heavily involved, and will indefinitely 
continue various steps being taken during the project, which is operating on two of the 
estate’s seven divisions – with five streams in Division 2 and one stream in Division 4. 

The area above the estate contain fairly thick forests, which serve as a catchment area 
for many streams. The six selected streams flow down from the Bambarabotuwa Forest 
on the slopes of the Pettigala Mountains, part of the Hunuwella-Kabaragala Mountain 
Range, and fall into the Wee Oya, a tributary of the Kalu Ganga, one of the largest rivers 
in Sri Lanka by volume of water.

The region receives a plentiful amount of rainfall from both the Southwest Monsoon 
and the Northeast Monsoon, and also has two inter-monsoon rain periods each year. 
Thus, four of the streams selected for the project are perennial, while one is somewhat 
seasonal and one other is highly seasonal. January and February are usually the dry 
months of the year at Hunuwella Estate.



253



The project has multifaceted methods to protect and enhance the estate’s watershed. 
Small ‘check dams’ have been erected at strategically situated sites on the streams, in 
order to slow the flow of water, make a series of cascading pools on each stream, and 
create a more suitable habitat for dragonflies to lay eggs. The check dams also serve to 
prevent soil erosion, which is a significant concern for the water quality of the estate. 

The extent of shade along the streams is being increased in stages, first by fast-growing 
species such as Glyricedia and Eramudu (Erythrina variegata) on 5-metre wide belts on 
the banks of the streams, and later by the introduction of endemic and forest species. 
These are being propagated in a special nursery on the estate. The pilot project entails 
the planting of 4,000 plants of more than 20 different endemic and forest species.

Along some areas of the streams, the project aims to recreate swamp forests on lands 
which had earlier been converted to paddy cultivation. This is creating a habitat for 
dragonflies and also freshwater fish and crabs.

A considerable amount of research has gone into the selection of trees and plants to 
grow alongside the streams, with forest species from the area itself being identified, so 
as not to disturb the balance of nature.

The water quality of the streams are being monitored by the IUCN team and a team 
from the University of Sabaragamuwa for such aspects as pH, dissolved oxygen, 
electrical conductivity, temperature and total dissolved solids. Chemical-free buffer 
zones have been created in the proximity of the streams, to further enhance water 
quality and reduce chemical risks to both fauna and flora. Extensive awareness 
programmes have also been carried out for estate workers, which serve both 
their own safety, and the importance of protecting biodiversity.

Weta maara - Gliricidia sepium

GR



147

One of the streams is being maintained as the ‘control’ stream for the project, to 
serve as a comparison for future surveys which will track the progress of the project.

An extensive project has also been carried out to educate tea smallholders in the 
region on the urgent need for biodiversity conservation. While Sri Lanka’s upcountry 
tea plantations are dominated by large tea estates which are managed by the major 
plantation companies, plus a few government-managed estates, low country tea 
plantations are increasingly dominated by smallholders.

It is estimated that smallholders contribute as much as 85% of low-country tea 
production. These smallholders range from individuals and families with a few perches 
of tea plants in home gardens, to larger operations on several acres of land. In the 
Ratnapura District, the smallholdings are spread throughout the region. There is therefore 
a very real need for tea smallholders to be educated on conservation, and play a more 
active role in this wide-ranging effort to which many corporate players in the country’s 
plantation sector have pledged their support, and many of whom are already playing an 
active role.

Thus, the conservation efforts of Dilmah Conservation and Kahawatte Plantation PLC are 
ranging far wider than its own estates, and its awareness campaigns are reaching a much 
larger audience.

Planting of 4,000 
plants of more 

than 20 different 
Endemic and 

forest species.
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The effort to protect and enhance the flora along the six streams has led to a significant 
and quite visible increase in the extent of forested areas, and the number of species 
living along these streams. Simply put, protecting two species has led to better 
protection for every species of fauna and flora in the watershed of the estate.

A key challenge facing the management of Hunuwella Estate is the habit of villagers to 
travel across the estate roads to reach settlements that are located on the other side 
of the estate. This results in considerable disturbance of the tranquility of the estate. It 
has also meant that a significant amount of littering takes place along the roads, and 
especially at scenic locations near the streams, where villagers stop to enjoy the scenery 
and partake of alcohol.

This is a particular problem for Stream 3, which is the largest stream and flows across 
a causeway on a widely used road, creating a popular spot for bathing and merriment. 
Ironically, it is on this stream that Rivulet Tiger and Wijaya’s Scissortail, the endangered 
species of dragonfly, are most often found, which increases the need for conservation 
efforts on this stream.

Another key challenge is land encroachment by villagers, and there are currently 
about 200 such instances at Hunuwella Estate. The estate management is actively 
working through the state to evict the encroachers through legal means, which is a time 
consuming process. It is also one which has to be carried out with care, since this could 
arouse bitterness among villagers towards the estate management, which would pose a 
long-term threat to the entire conservation programme.

The ownership of land areas along the streams is also an issue, since some villagers have 
been cultivating paddy and minor crops in some areas along the streams for many years. 
Relocating them is a sensitive issue, since some have been cultivating those particular 
locations for decades.

Visible Level of  
Success
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The management of the estate has carried out several awareness programmes to 
demonstrate to villagers and estate workers the importance of conservation. These 
programmes will be continued indefinitely, as the project requires a significant level of 
community participation.

“The success of such a programme depends to a large extent on the commitment of 
the plantation company estate itself, which ensures that each estate’s management 
will view it as a key result area. At Kahawatte Plantations PLC, our conservation efforts 
flow from the Chairman of Dilmah MJF Group, through Dilmah Conservation, down 
through the estate management to the workers. In short, the philosophy reaches every 
nook and cranny of the company and the estates, which is the only way to ensure its 
long-term sustainability,” remarked Damith Mohottige, Manager of Hunuwella Estate, in 
conversation with the writer.

“Once IUCN completes its one-year programme, it is up to us as the estate management 
to continue the project and ensure its long-term sustainability. We are well-placed to 
do this, as we have been working closely with the IUCN teams throughout the project,” 
added Mohottige.

The present pilot areas being developed along the six streams are likely to be expanded 
and more sites added, as the project continues. However, there are no immediate plans 
to expand the number of streams, since the six streams which have been chosen for the 
project up to now, were carefully selected as being most likely to have a positive impact 
on biodiversity conservation.

Further extensive surveys will also be needed on a periodic basis, to more exhaustively 
document the estate’s fauna and flora, and more importantly, to gauge the success of 
the ongoing programme but Dilmah Conservation’s focus on conservation will ensure 
the success of its wide-ranging efforts to protect biodiversity, especially throughout 
the estates of Kahawatte Plantations PLC, which augers well for the dragonflies of 
Hunuwella.

A companywide   
Conservation Philosophy 

Lyrate Grappletail - Heliogomphus lyratus




