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Introduction 

Trap guns are a significant cause of insecurity in Sri Lanka, indiscriminately threatening 
human life and development. However, effective enforcement of the law that applies to 
these illicit small arms remains weak. This paper explains what trap guns are and why they 
are used, and highlights the human, economic and environmental impacts of trap gun use. 
The paper calls for an integrated solution to the trap gun problem based on improved law 
enforcement, a better understanding of the problem, and a genuine search by communities 
and authorities for alternative means of protecting crops and safeguarding livelihoods. 

What is a trap gun?

A trap gun is made from a metal pipe, explosives (usually taken from firecrackers and other 
readily available explosive chemicals or explosive remnants of war1) and metal pellets. The 
trigger mechanism is a basic trip system, that when disturbed by the movement of a person 
or an animal, fires the gun.

In the case of a normal gun, there is a shooter who chooses the target and pulls the trigger. He 
only pulls the trigger after choosing an intended target. The danger in case of the trap gun is that 
it is indiscriminate. Any person or animal that moves past it can trigger it and fall prey to it.

Judicial Medical Officer, Anuradhapura
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Aspects of the trap gun 
problem in Sri Lanka

Trap guns and Sri Lanka’s firearms law

The Firearms Ordinance No. 33 of 1916 – Sri Lanka’s primary piece of legislation on small 
arms and light weapons – provides the legal framework for civilian licensing, importation, 
sale, transfer, manufacture, repair and possession of all firearms. While there is no mention 
of what constitutes a licit or illicit small arm, the Ordinance stipulates that a “gun” includes:

Any barrelled weapon of any description from which any shot, pellet or other missile can be 
discharged with sufficient force to penetrate not less than eight strawboards, each of three sixty-
fourth of an inch thickness placed one half of an inch apart, the first such strawboard being at a 
distance of fifty feet from the muzzle of the weapon…2

Given the potential penetrative capacity of trap guns, they fall within this legal definition of 
a “gun”. 

Trap guns can therefore be defined as illicit small arms, as they are manufactured by 
unlicensed local sources, in contravention of article 17 of the Firearms Ordinance, which 
declares:

No person shall manufacture3 any gun without a licence from the licensing authority.4

As a consequence, trap guns cannot be licensed by an applicable authority as required by 
article 3: 

The importation, manufacture, repair, sale, transfer, and possession of guns shall take place only 
in accordance with licences and permits provided for by the [Firearms] Ordinance.5

�	 	



There is insufficient information available to evaluate whether the police are adequately 
enforcing the law relating to the manufacture and use of trap guns. However, police records 
indicate that prosecutions for the manufacture of trap guns under the Firearms Ordinance 
are minimal.6 Moreover, anecdotal evidence suggests that law enforcement providers are not 
effectively policing homemade weapons, including trap guns, as offences related to home-
made weapons are being prosecuted under the more expedient Public Offence Act, rather 
than the Firearms Ordinance.7

I heard a gunshot and a person had been injured by a trap gun… I hurriedly removed the trap 
gun and took it to the Kekirawa Police to file a complaint. When the case was taken up in the 
courts the offender was fined Rs 250 and released.

Representative of the Ipalogama Disabled Committee

Such a punishment for possession of an illicit trap gun is minimal if one considers the 
penalties laid down by the Firearms Ordinance:

Any person contravening the provisions […] shall be guilty of an offence against this Ordinance 
and shall on conviction be punishable –

(a) for the first offence with a fine not exceeding ten thousand rupees or with rigorous 
imprisonment for a period not exceeding five years or with both fine and imprisonment;

(b) for the second and subsequent offence, with rigorous imprisonment for a period of not less 
than ten years and not exceeding twenty years.8

Trap gun use 

The primary reason for the setting of a trap gun is crop protection; however, their use is 
often closely linked to illicit income generating activities and livelihoods.

It is recorded by the World Bank that in urban areas of Sri Lanka, poverty halved between 
1990/1991 and 2002. In contrast, rural poverty fell by only five percent. This is significant as 
the rural population accounts for some 70 percent of the total Sri Lankan population.9

The agricultural sector has remained especially vulnerable and poverty has compelled many 
farmers to use illicit means of safeguarding their crops from potential harm. One affordable 
means of doing this is to set up trap guns around property to protect it from wildlife. 

Presently the Firearms Ordinance limits those that are eligible to own a small arm for 
“agricultural purposes”10; individual shotguns can legally be licensed by the District 
Secretary or the Ministry of Defence, Public Security, Law and Order (MODPSLO) for the 
purpose of crop protection. Potential threats to crops and livestock include elephants, wild 
boar, deer, porcupines and leopards. Whilst not stated in the Firearms Ordinance, a licence 
for crop protection is only available to those persons that cultivate a plot of land of five acres 
or more. Therefore, smaller holdings are left vulnerable, resulting in many farmers using 
illicit means, including trap guns, to protect their livelihoods. 

trap guns in sri lanka �



Use of trap guns is also attractive to the poor because slain wildlife is a source of much-
needed, though illicit, income, and the meat can be used for food. This illegal form of 
hunting allows many impoverished households to generate income through the sale of skin, 
bones, tusks and other bodily parts of a carcass. Trap guns are also popular with poachers 
who use them to kill a variety of wildlife for onward sale. A poached elk, for example, can be 
sold for between Rs 10,000 and Rs 12,000.11 Trap guns are consequently installed on paths 
frequented by wildlife and set to an appropriate height and angle for the animal intended to 
be killed. 

Approximately 65 percent … use trap guns as there is no other means of protecting their crops; 
the other 35 percent from what we have seen clearly use trap guns to kill wild animals for 
economic gain.

Wildlife Officer, Anuradhapura

Beyond their use in crop protection and poaching, trap guns also serve as a means of 
protecting illicit economic activity. Trap guns are often used to secure the perimeters of sites 
on which illicit logging, gem mining, and chena (slash and burn) and cannabis cultivation 
take place. They therefore, hinder effective law enforcement and have caused injury to police 
officers and forestry officials.12

Human impact 

Trap guns, like landmines, are dangerous because they are indiscriminate in who they injure 
and kill. It is difficult to estimate the total distribution of trap guns across Sri Lanka, but 
participants from focus group discussions held on small arms and community safety, 
indicate that this locally manufactured small arm is a significant problem for the country at 
large, and in particular the Dry Zone.13

Participants from Ampara, Anuradhapura, Kurunegala, Monaragala and Vavuniya 
acknowledged that trap guns were present in their locality, and in several incidences that 

Close up of a trap gun firing
mechanism

Trap gun demonstration by
a Sri Lanka Police Officer

peter cross
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multiple weapons could be found within a village. Farmers from Anuradhapura for 
example, declared that there were between 50 and 60 trap guns in some villages. 

Although police records on trap gun offences may not be complete, records indicate that for 
the years 1999 through to 2005 trap guns have been used in 329 attempted homicides and 
144 homicides, 27 incidences of grievous harm, 5 robberies and 1 case of abduction. Although 
many of those injured by trap guns survive, the use of trap guns in remote areas, increases 
the risk of death, as victims have to travel great distances to get necessary medical attention 
(Figure 1 and Figure 2). 

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

Attempted
homicide
329

Homicide
144

Grievous
hurt
27Robbery

5
Abduction
1

Abduction

Robbery

Grievous hurt

Homicide

Attempted homicide

0 20 40 60 80 100 120

2005

2004

2003

2002

2001

2000

1999

Figure 1
Police records of trap gun use

for the years 1999–2005

Figure 2
Police records of trap gun use

for by year (1999–2005)

The victim is generally in the middle of the jungle when the injury happens, and often alone. 
He or she would definitely not be able to walk after being injured. There is inevitable bleeding. 
Therefore, due to the combination of factors: the inability to walk, heavy bleeding and being too 
far away to call for help, a person suffers a great deal and can eventually bleed to death.

Judicial Medical Officer, Anuradhapura
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It is not clear whether the police figures provide an accurate picture of the total impact of 
trap guns as reports from Judicial Medical Officers (JMO) from Anuradhapura, Badulla and 
Kurunegala all indicate that injuries are commonplace. In the Teaching Hospital of 
Anuradhapura, for example, it is reported that up to 250 patients are treated each year as a 
direct result of trap gun use.14

There are so many people coming with trap gun injuries to [Badulla Base] Hospital. Almost all 
of them are coming from the adjacent districts of Ampara and Moneragala. Mainly these 
injuries are on the leg. They are either vascular, bone or muscular injuries. Sometimes these 
cases lead to amputation. Some get superficial injuries and are discharged within two–three 
days; others stay for as long as three–four months.

Assistant Judicial Medical Officer, Badulla Base Hospital

Table 1: Trap gun deaths and injuries in Medawachchiya, Galen-Bindunuwewa and
Rambewa Divisional Secretary Divisions

Year	 Medawachchiya	 Galenbindunuwewa	 Rambewa

	 Deaths	 Injuries	 Deaths	 Injuries	 Deaths	 Injuries

2001 3 12 1 11 1 8

2002 1 13 – 7 – 3

2003 2 13 – 4 – 7

2004 1 6 – 5 1 6

2005 1 5 3 6 – 2

Total	 8	 49	 4	 33	 2	 26

Trap gun injuries are high, with two–three each month. Most of them are serious and we have 
to send the victims to Anuradhapura for surgery.

District Medical Officer, Medavachchiya

Impact of a trap gun injury
on a farmer from

Anuradhapura

Long-term consequences of
a trap gun injury

prasanna ratnayake
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Unsurprisingly, as trap guns kill and injure indiscriminately, a wide variety of people are 
vulnerable. In recent years, farmers, police officers, homeguards, wildlife and forestry 
officials and children have all been killed or severely injured by these weapons.

In addition to their physical impact, trap guns can devalue the capacity of communities to 
live fulfilling and productive lives. This is because the setting of trap guns can limit or deny 
access to local resources such as seasonal harvests, firewood, wild herbs for Ayurvedic 
Medicine and many other non-timber forest products. Moreover, when, as is frequently the 
case, the victim of a trap gun is the primary income generator, serious injury can limit the 
capacity of a family to meet their basic needs or alleviate poverty. 

Trap guns also produce a negative impact on national resources such as healthcare. This 
is because treating trap gun-related injuries is costly. In the most severe cases, medical 
support may be required for in excess of a year and may include surgery, prosthetics and 
rehabilitation. 

Over 1,000 people in the Anuradhapura District have so far been injured by a trap gun, and the 
government has to spend hundreds of thousands (of Rupees) to treat the injured.

Representative of the Anuradhapura Citizen Committee

Environmental impact 

Trap guns have also had an acute impact on wildlife and the environment. Trap guns 
installed for crop protection and poaching, in particular, have contributed to large numbers 
of deaths to elephants, wild boar, deer and leopards and contribute towards forest 
degradation through their use in illegal logging activities. 

The need to use trap guns in defence of crops is the direct result of increased human-animal 
conflict. The population of Sri Lanka has increased demand for land, and caused extensive 

X-ray of a broken bone
caused by a trap gun

peter cross



habitat destruction and the encroachment of farmland into the territory of many species of 
wildlife. This has inevitably resulted in competition for food and water resources. Human-
elephant conflict is particularly concerning. A wild elephant can devastate a ‘peasant 
farmer’s’ cultivated land in a single night.15 The preservation of crops is thus necessary for 
food and economic security. Despite this necessity, beyond the danger they pose to humans, 
trap guns appear to be a cruel way protect crops. A wildlife officer from Anuradhapura 
noted: “I have personally witnessed many occasions in my career [when] many elephants 
have been killed due to trap gun injuries […] The damage to the front leg makes [an] 
elephant immobile [so] it dies of hunger, thirst and infected wounds”.16

The Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC) reports that over 1,369 elephants have 
been killed since the 1990s, while gunshot injuries account for 56 percent of the casualties.17

While the types of small arms utilised in killing these elephants are not disaggregated by the 
DWC it is likely that trap guns were a significant contributor.

During our raids of forest crimes we have found that approximately 55 percent were crimes 
carried out using firearms. Of this, 22 percent to 25 percent were crimes using trap guns.

Wildlife Officer, Anuradhapura

As poaching has reduced the amount of game available for leopards, this has resulted in local 
livestock becoming more vulnerable to attack;18 the impact of this can be just as destructive 
as the loss of crops to a vulnerable farmer.

Illicit logging sites are also often protected by trap guns:19

I went to pick wild berries with friends. A trap gun went off hurting my calves. The trap gun was 
set as a guard by illegal loggers against the Forest Conservation Department. 

Trap gun victim, Thisa Wewa

In addition to such injuries, illicit logging is threatening the survival of endangered 
species of tree, and harming the legally protected natural resources and ecology of the 
country. Similarly illicit gem mining and chena cultivation, illegal activities that are also 
linked to trap gun use, have exacerbated soil erosion and the deterioration of inland aquatic 
systems.20

�  asia programme
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Conclusion

Solutions to the trap gun problem

If the price paid by Sri Lankan society for the use of trap guns is acknowledged to be 
unacceptable, the correct alternatives to address the motives for their use need to be 
identified through open discussions between community members and authorities. This 
paper does not claim to provide a list of appropriate responses, but rather seeks to stimulate 
an open and honest debate about how to reduce the unnecessary burden of death and injury 
attributable to these weapons. Possible elements of a solution to the problem could include: 

Effective enforcement of existing laws. Given the numbers of injuries being caused by trap 
guns, the police need to be more responsible in applying existing laws to makers and users of 
trap guns. 

Be tough on illicit economic activities that are contributing to environmental degradation.  

Where poaching is done purely for economic gain, the Government of Sri Lanka has to 
ensure that existing wildlife laws are enforced, and respective law enforcement agencies 
provided with sufficient resources to address this abuse of the environment. This in turn 
requires that trap guns installed along wildlife paths be deactivated and the setters be 
prosecuted. 

Ensuring an appropriate penalty for those who endanger human life. Prosecutors also need 
to be more assertive in ensuring trap gun related cases are penalised in a way that provides 
an effective deterrent to their manufacture and use. 

Awareness campaigns highlighting the impacts of trap guns. The work of South Asia Small 
Arms Network – Sri Lanka, in partnership with the National Commission Against the 
Proliferation of Illicit Small Arms, has already shown the willingness of communities to give 
up trap guns when their negative impacts has been highlighted through local campaigns. 
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Awareness campaigns can help to ensure that communities themselves consider the relative 
costs and benefits of trap gun use and take action to protect themselves and their 
environment. 

A search for alternative means of crop protection. Trap guns are used for a variety of reasons, 
but predominantly they serve as a means for farmers to protect their crops. The need of the 
poor to protect their crops is unarguable, but deaths and injuries are not an acceptable price 
for society to pay. Communities therefore need to be supported to find efficient, safe 
alternative means of crop protection. 

The search for alternatives

Traditionally, farmers have sought to preserve their crops by the maintenance of a night-
watch (pel rekima). This practice consisted of the lighting of fires and the making of loud 
noises (usually by shouting) to deter wildlife from encroaching onto farmland. Firecrackers 
(also known as elephant crackers) and sirens have also been used with varying degrees of 
success across the country. The long-term effectiveness of these methods of deterrence are 
limited, for there is evidence that animals acquire the ability to distinguish between warn-
ing sounds and genuine threats.21 Accordingly, in areas where competition for food is great, 
crops cannot be effectively protected by this method. 

An alternative to these limited deterrents, in areas suffering from extensive human-animal 
conflict,22 is electric fencing. At present 500 kilometres of electric fencing has been installed 
by the Department of Wildlife Conservation. Where electric fences have been adopted, they 
have enjoyed varying degrees of success and sometimes cause problems in their own right, 
and therefore can only be considered a partial solution. 

Electric fencing requires substantial economic investment, as a fencing system for a 
community, for example, requires the construction of several hundred concrete posts and a 
control room to house a generator, as well as the clearing of the fence line, digging of fence 
post holes and the installations of all the posts and electric lines.23 In addition, an electric 
fence can only be effective if it receives an uninterrupted power supply; the threat of a power 
failure can be mitigated to some extent by the use of solar-power but this system like all other 
is in turn dependent on there being no technical failure. Moreover, while an electric fence 
may be effective at keeping elephants out of cultivated area, it also acts as a barrier to rural 
communities exploiting surrounding forests for non-timber forest products. Therefore, 
electric fences should be considered only a partial solution and should work in parallel with 
other measures, which could include the planting of secondary vegetative fences to provide 
an additional barrier between wildlife and human habitations.

In areas where no other practical, non-violent means of deterring wildlife is available, the 
Government of Sri Lanka could consider granting firearms licences to farmers of small 
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holdings. This would enable farmers to protect their crops and livestock without having to 
resort to illicit trap guns. 

A further viable measure could be the introduction of a welfare fund that insures farmers 
against the destructive impact of wildlife. For example, if an elephant destroys a year’s 
harvest, farmers can be protected from economic and food insecurity – thus limiting the 
need to set up a trap gun as farmers would be protected, should more conventional defences 
fail. 

Illicit activities that are often protected by trap gun use, such as illicit logging and cannabis 
growth, could be reduced by the generation of viable alternative livelihoods for youth in 
areas where poverty is greatest. Access to education, vocational training in a variety of skills 
in demand in the labour market, apprenticeship schemes, micro-credit, business advice and 
employment services, as well as development of rural transport, communications and 
economic infrastructure are important ways to encourage access to legitimate economic 
opportunities among those tempted to engage in criminal activity. 

Clashes between humans and wildlife could also be reduced by establishing new national 
parks and conservation areas, policing wildlife corridors and ensuring that the habitats of 
wildlife are redeveloped. This would aid in limiting territorial cross over, and providing 
wildlife with alternative food stocks in protected areas, such as by planting fodder trees. 

By considering the development of a holistic, compassionate solution to a complex problem 
through detailed consultation with communities about why trap guns are used and what 
alternatives are available, the authorities can engage in positive steps for enhancing safety 
and economic viability of affected communities, in a way that is locally-owned. 
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In Sri Lanka, the use of home-made weapons known as trap guns for crop 
protection and poaching is a signifi cant cause of insecurity, indiscriminately 
threatening human life and development. This publication highlights the 
human, economic and environmental impacts of trap gun use, the weak 
enforcement of laws controlling these illicit small arms, and calls for a 
co-ordinated solution to the trap gun problem. This paper is accompanied 
by a documentary fi lm entitled ‘The Trap’.




