
SUMMARY 

The histor y o f fores t managemen t i n Sr i Lank a ca n b e trace d bac k t o th e 
beginning of the country's recorded history. Ther e is no doubt that, even prior 
to then , forest s woul d hav e playe d a  majo r rol e i n th e live s o f inhabitants . 
Buddhist philosoph y ha s ha d a  grea t influenc e o n fores t an d wil d lif e 
conservation i n th e country . Th e chronicle s o f Sr i Lank a an d ston e edict s 
record th e profoun d importanc e give n t o forest s b y th e country' s rulers , 
including thei r reservatio n a s nationa l park s an d a s hermitage forest s fo r th e 
use of fores t monks . 

In thi s report , a n attemp t ha s bee n mad e t o revie w criticall y th e historica l 
development o f fores t managemen t approache s i n Sr i Lanka; t o describe th e 
environmental, socia l an d economi c importanc e o f thes e forests ; t o trace th e 
history, impac t an d future plan s o f the forest plantatio n sub-sector ; t o discuss 
the possible linkages between natural fores t conservatio n and management; to 
examine th e history o f fores t researc h work ; an d finally,  t o examin e option s 
for th e possible integration o f forestry wit h land-use planning . I n so doing, it 
is hoped that the influence o f political will, the impacts of growing populations 
and o f conflict s ove r land-use , an d th e effect s o n forestr y o f th e varyin g 
expressions o f the concep t o f "development"  wil l become apparent . 

In the historical developmen t o f fores t managemen t i n the country , i t i s quit e 
evident tha t th e earl y Sinhales e ruler s wer e mindfu l o f th e need t o conserv e 
their forests and their wildlife wit h the principal objectives of providing stabl e 
environmental condition s and fores t products ; provision o f continued supplie s 
of wate r fo r agricultura l purpose s throug h a  complicate d nexu s o f irrigatio n 
reservoirs, channels , stream s an d rivers;  t o develo p th e ar t o f hom e garde n 
agroforestry; an d t o provid e habitat s fo r wildlife . Als o i n th e mind s o f th e 
rulers was the need for forests to act as a barrier against foreign invaders . Th e 
old kingdom s resiste d captur e b y foreign  power s mainl y becaus e o f th e 
protective barriers provided by the forests and the deftness of the local soldiers 
in the ar t o f jungle warfar e prevalen t i n those times . 

Forest managemen t fluctuated  betwee n extreme s o f fores t conservatio n an d 
forest exploitatio n durin g th e cours e o f th e country' s history . Wit h th e 
subjugation o f th e countr y b y th e Britis h i n 181 5 cam e th e almos t tota l des -
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traction o f th e centra l montan e watershe d an d catchmen t forest s an d hom e 
gardens. Thi s clearance me t both colonia l securit y concern s and allowed th e 
large-scale planting of coffee, and later tea. Mor e enlightened British forester s 
who cam e later , realisin g th e nee d t o protec t an d manag e th e forest s o f th e 
country, advise d th e Governmen t t o appoin t a  Conservator o f Forest s and se t 
up a  Fores t Departmen t t o scientificall y manag e th e forests . Th e first 
Conservator o f Forest s was appointed i n 1887 . Subsequen t t o this date, some 
form of forest conservation was practised with certain forest management rules. 
Later, a  star t wa s made t o manage th e country' s forest s scientifically . 

In th e meantime , however , forest s continue d t o b e denude d b y uncontrolle d 
timber exploitatio n an d shiftin g cultivatio n know n a s chena  cultivation , th e 
lifestyles o f rura l peopl e wer e considerabl y changed , an d povert y sprea d t o 
rural areas, especially i n the dry and montane zones. A  desperate attempt wa s 
made b y th e Fores t Departmen t t o ste m furthe r fores t loss , but  thi s wa s no t 
easy. I n addition t o the change s i n lifestyles , ne w idea s o f developmen t an d 
social standard s had als o taken roo t i n the country . 

From 1948 , afte r th e countr y regaine d independence , i n orde r t o kee p pac e 
with development and to supply the needs of an increasing population , a  large 
number o f developmen t project s wer e launched . I n th e beginning , mos t o f 
these took the form o f large-scal e irrigation and settlement project s i n severa l 
parts o f th e country . Som e o f th e ol d irrigatio n work s wer e restore d an d 
developed, leadin g u p t o th e massiv e Accelerate d Mahawel i Rive r 
Development Projec t o f the 1980s . Al l these development projects were at the 
expense o f th e environmen t -  mainl y th e fores t cove r whic h droppe d steepl y 
- makin g i t obligator y fo r th e Governmen t t o conserv e an d manag e th e 
remaining forest s mor e carefully . Thus , the development processe s begun i n 
1948 resulte d i n a  stat e o f extrem e fores t exploitatio n an d destructio n onc e 
again, but this time the loss of forest s i n a spatial sense was much larger tha n 
in the 19t h century . 

The closed fores t cove r dropped fro m abou t 70 % at the turn of the century t o 
44% i n 1956 , 26% in 198 3 and 24% i n 1992 . Meanwhil e th e population ha d 
more than trebled . Althoug h concerte d effort s wer e made to put back forest s 
on the eroding centra l mountain regions now in tea, political intransigenc e o n 
the par t o f on e smal l politica l grou p ha s slowed dow n these efforts . 
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In response to the rapid depletion of fores t cove r and the marked reduction i n 
growing stock , th e Governmen t impose d a  loggin g ba n i n natura l forest s i n 
1990 whic h i s stil l i n forc e an d ther e i s evidenc e o f som e increase s i n ne w 
forest growt h a s a  result . Hence , th e tid e ha s turne d onc e agai n toward s a 
policy o f fores t conservation , the main objectives bein g to increase the exten t 
and economic value of the country's forests, and to conserve their biodiversit y 
and geneti c resources fo r th e benefi t o f futur e generations . Th e logging ban , 
coupled wit h th e declin e i n fores t clearanc e afte r Mahaweli , shoul d resul t i n 
a reduce d deforestatio n rate . 

As fo r peopl e i n forests , th e few Veddha s wh o comprise th e remnant s o f th e 
last tribe of forest dweller s in Sri Lanka have been allotted a  parcel of a fores t 
in th e easter n par t o f th e country . However , the y hardl y practis e thei r 
traditional jungl e pursuit s an d hav e mor e o r les s bee n absorbe d int o th e 
farming community. Periphera l village farmers living near forests who practise 
agriculture an d othe r pursuit s depen d onl y o n a  few item s o f valu e fro m th e 
forest proper . Thes e ar e mainl y fuelwood , pal m syru p an d sugar , an d 
indigenous medicinal plants . Thi s situation makes natural forest management , 
by whateve r method , easie r i n Sr i Lanka tha n i n some othe r countrie s wher e 
entire forest tribai s have made the forest thei r permanent home and are totally 
forest-dependent. 

Meanwhile, th e larg e area s o f fores t plantation s establishe d i n Sr i Lank a ar e 
being managed to meet the needs of the nation, along with imports and timber 
from th e larg e areas of non-fores t vegetatio n i n the country , including rubbe r 
and coconu t plantations , hom e garden s an d miscellaneou s plantings . Th e 
current policy for the forest plantation s sub-sector i s to raise forest plantation s 
on th e shiftin g cultivate d lands , degrade d an d abandone d te a estates , an d i n 
other critica l area s such a s grasslands , coastal sand y areas , the montane zon e 
and othe r derelic t lands . 

Since the start of a National Forest Inventory in 1979 , the country has received 
substantial foreign assistance, both financial and technical, to undertake diverse 
and comprehensiv e programme s o f forestry developmen t activities . 

The unique Sinharaja tropica l humid forest wa s listed as a World Heritage Site 
by UNESC O i n 1988 . Conservatio n plan s are now bein g undertake n an d 
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conservation managemen t plan s ar e bein g prepare d fo r th e country' s natura l 
forests. Thi s wil l b e an on-going concern . 

Forest researc h i s carried ou t b y th e Fores t Departmen t country-wide . I t ha s 
recorded severa l achievement s i n the past , i n the fields o f silviculture , timbe r 
utilisation research , an d managemen t operations . Th e Fores t Departmen t 
Research Branc h i s no w a  storehous e o f valuabl e researc h information . 
Forestry research is now receiving the support of universities, especially in the 
important fields  o f fores t ecology , biodiversit y an d conservatio n o f natura l 
forest ecosystems . 

Plans ar e bein g implemente d t o brin g i n th e privat e secto r t o suppor t fores t 
development, principall y i n th e fores t plantatio n sub-secto r i n orde r t o spee d 
up th e rat e o f reforestatio n i n th e country . Effort s t o mak e agroforestr y a 
standard forestr y developmen t strateg y throughou t th e countr y b y makin g i t 
attractive t o rural farmers , i s wel l advanced . 

The "al l benefits " sustainabl e managemen t o f natura l forest s i s stil l a  distan t 
dream. I t i s fel t tha t i t ma y b e mor e appropriat e t o adopt a  wise , thoughtfu l 
and pragmatic management policy for the natural forests in view of a complex 
of issues , includin g peopl e pressur e o n forest s an d th e prevailin g socio -
politico-economic situation s near to and around the forests. Th e managemen t 
of forest plantation s under new management plans continues as far a s possible 
in a  sustaine d manne r wit h respec t t o timber . Moder n computerise d 
management planning based on strategic planning i s being undertaken, having 
replaced the earlier conservative , classical Working Plan s systems. However , 
some cautio n wil l b e neede d t o preven t over-cuttin g throug h thes e ne w 
computerised management plans , especially in the case of commercia l felling s 
and pre-commercia l fellings . Ground-checkin g an d supervisio n wil l b e 
important. 

Due t o certai n aspect s o f Sr i Lanka' s colonia l histor y i n th e perio d 181 5 t o 
1948 an d deforestatio n fo r developmen t afte r that , i t i s difficul t a s ye t t o 
integrate forestry int o the developing Land Use Planning System for the whole 
country. Rather , the y hav e to move togethe r i n a parallel proces s linke d t o a 
new Nationa l Lan d Us e Authorit y tha t shoul d b e establishe d a t th e highes t 
possible decision-making level . Sinc e some thirty-three agencie s and severa l 
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ministries are involved in land-use operations or decisions, it is considered that 
this Authorit y shoul d b e abov e an y on e ministry . Th e final  goal , however , 
would be to make forestry a n integral par t of a  National Lan d Use Plannin g 
System, but this should evolve i n such a way that it does not upset the envir-
onmental balance and other goods and services presently being provided by the 
existing forests . 
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