
CHAPTER 3 

THE ENVIRONMENTAL IMPORTANC E 
OF SRI LANKA'S FOREST S 

3.1 Th e histor y o f deforestatio n 

Even u p t o th e perio d i n whic h Sinhales e civilisatio n reache d it s height , Sr i 
Lanka possesse d extensiv e area s o f natura l fores t an d hom e gardens . Thes e 
provided a predominantly farming people with a good climate, clean water and 
a health y living . Th e montan e zon e wa s full y covere d wit h suc h vegetation , 
and th e river s runnin g dow n fro m it , includin g th e might y Mahaweli , wer e 
clear; floods  wer e a  rar e occurrence . However , th e passag e o f time , th e 
ravages of frequent foreig n invasions from sout h India and the ensuing disease, 
contributed t o th e collaps e o f thi s civilisation . Th e centr e o f governmen t 
shifted fro m th e ancient cities of Anuradhapura and Polonnaruwa in the north, 
to Kotte and Kandy in the centre and eventually to Colombo on the west coast. 
As thi s happened , s o man y o f th e island' s manage d an d carefull y protecte d 
forests gav e wa y t o relativel y low-valu e an d under-manage d secondar y 
growth. 

Further clearing o f the island' s centra l montan e forest s (arguabl y th e nation' s 
"lungs") too k plac e unde r th e Britis h administratio n i n th e 19t h centur y t o 
make way  fo r te a an d coffe e plantations . Spor t huntin g als o decimate d gam e 
populations a t thi s time . I t wa s not  unti l late r tha t centur y tha t mor e 
enlightened Britis h foresters an d naturalists insisted that their government take 
immediate step s t o conserv e forest s an d improv e environmenta l condition s 
again. 

Forests continue d t o deteriorat e post-Independence , becaus e o f populatio n 
growth, growin g consumeris m an d a  "development " ethi c tha t frequentl y 
argued fo r mor e an d mor e fores t clearanc e t o provid e lan d fo r settlements , 
large irrigation and hydro-power projects , hotels and sporting grounds to meet 
the need s o f tourists , shrim p farmin g an d othe r activities . 
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3.2 Th e environmenta l nee d fo r plannin g fo r a  permanen t 
forest estate 

Forests provide numerous "services" in addition to the "goods" with which we 
normally associat e the m (Bo x 3.1) . 

Sri Lanka is densely populated. Becaus e of population increase , the per capita 
extent of forest, whic h was about 0.8 ha in 190 2 (Seneviratne, 1982) , has now 
dropped t o abou t 0.1 1 ha . Th e presen t populatio n i s i n th e regio n o f 18. 1 
million and rising rapidly -  ye t the area of land i s finite. Plannin g fo r forest s 
and peopl e therefor e need s t o g o han d i n hand . Wit h close d fores t cove r o f 
only abou t 24 % o f th e are a o f th e country , man y people , bot h withi n an d 
outside Sr i Lanka , ar e beginnin g t o pres s fo r th e complet e protectio n o f th e 
remaining forests . 

| Bo x 3.1 
Some of the services provided by forests 

• the y provide good microclimates for a  comfortable living ; 
• the y help conserve topsoils and prevent erosion, siltation, earthslips 

and landslides; 
• the y serve as barrier s to strong dessicating winds, storms and cyclones; 
• the y ensure dry-weathe r flow of water in streams; 
• the y stabilise the oxygen/carbon dioxid e ratio in the atmosphere; and 
• the y even help trap damaging ultraviolet radiation tha t reaches the 

earth through the thinning ozone layer of the upper atmosphere. 

Pressure i s als o mountin g t o increas e th e are a o f close d fores t cove r t o on e 
third (Nanayakkara , 1992) , wit h particula r emphasi s bein g place d o n 
reforesting th e wetter part s of the country, especially the montane zone where 
space coul d stil l b e found t o d o so . 

Partly a s a  resul t o f increase d publi c awarenes s o f environmenta l issues , 
especially forests , a n Environmenta l Managemen t Divisio n (EMD ) wa s 
established i n th e Fores t Departmen t i n 1989 . Sinc e then , i t ha s prepare d a 
computerised database - the "Environmental Information Management System" 
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(EIMS) - t o cover al l environmental information , specie s data and values of 
the natural forests of Sri Lanka. A  comprehensive user's manual has also been 
prepared. Al l effect s o f conservatio n measure s ar e als o recorde d i n thi s 
database and updated regularly. Thi s is a valuable storehouse of informatio n 
that acts as a guide to the practical management of the forested environment . 
The manua l i s intende d fo r us e b y bot h th e Fores t Departmen t an d th e 
Department of Wild Life Conservation . 

3.3 Forest s an d th e agroclimati c zone s 

Coastal zone forests 

Mangrove fores t ecosystem s covere d man y section s o f th e coastlin e o f Sr i 
Lanka i n th e past , especiall y th e estuarie s an d mouth s o f rivers , shore s o f 
lagoons an d islands . Mos t o f thes e mangrove s wer e cu t b y merchant s an d 
traders i n th e past . The y continu e t o b e cu t b y coasta l villag e fol k fo r 
fuelwood an d domesti c wood . Th e Fores t Departmen t an d th e Distric t 
Administrators also issued permits (on the payment of a fee) for the collection 
of mangrove bark. I n general, though, this level cutting is controlled and there 
is little damage as the mangroves regenerate well. 

A bigger threat to the mangroves today is their wholesale clearance to make 
room for touris t hotel s and numerous export-oriented shrim p farms. Thi s is 
despite protest s fro m foresters , universit y academic s an d environmentalists . 
There seems to be no political will to stop this calamity, even though there is 
meant to be a logging ban operational i n all natural forests . 

The extent o f mangroves in 198 6 was estimated to be only abou t 10,00 0 ha, 
the largest part of i t along the north western coastline (Nanayakkara, 1986a) . 
Backed by UNESCO assistance, a National Mangrove Committee was formed 
in the 1980 s and action i s now being followed u p to regenerate, protect and 
manage whatever mangroves are left. However , the conflict with tourism and 
export-oriented shrim p culture continues , and environmenta l NGO s are now 
leading the fight to protect the mangrove ecosystem. Awarenes s programmes 
are being launched on the importance of mangrove vegetation in protecting the 
coastline, in improving coastal fish breeding grounds (which benefit the small-
time fishing communities), in improvin g the suppl y of fuelwood, domesti c 
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wood an d othe r fores t products , and o n the importan t par t mangrove s play i n 
providing nestin g ground s fo r migratin g bird s durin g th e norther n Eurasia n 
winter. 

What i s missing , however , seem s t o b e the lac k o f awarenes s o r willingnes s 
among busines s entrepreneur s wh o continu e t o promot e mangrov e fores t 
destruction with support from foreig n financier s who co-finance shrim p export 
projects. Th e state-owne d Boar d o f Investment , whic h approve s foreign -
collaborated projects , shoul d b e cautiou s i n regar d t o shrim p cultur e project s 
in o r nea r mangrov e area s i f th e country' s coasta l environmen t i s not  t o 
degrade further . 

Dry zone forest s 

Although th e dr y zon e i s no t well-stocke d wit h timber , ther e ar e extensiv e 
forest area s of the lo w dry evergree n o r monsoon type in the Northern, North 
Central an d Easter n Provinces . Th e importanc e o f th e dr y zon e forest s wa s 
reflected i n th e FAO/UND P Nationa l Fores t Inventor y complete d i n 1986 , 
which indicate d a  dry zone/wet zon e forest rati o o f almos t nine to one (FAO, 
1987). A s would be imagined, the main benefit o f the large expanses of these 
dry zon e forest s i s environmental . Fo r example , the dry zon e forest s pla y a n 
important role in ameliorating the harsh climatic conditions that prevail in most 
parts o f the zone , especially th e high temperatures during the drought period s 
and desiccatin g wind s fro m th e east , a s wel l a s the occasiona l cyclone . Th e 
Eastern Provinc e experience d devastatin g cyclone s i n 196 4 an d 197 8 whe n 
large tract s o f coconu t an d tea k plantation s wer e destroyed , bu t ther e wa s 
hardly an y damag e t o th e natura l forest s an d th e coasta l mangrove s whic h 
served a s a  buffer . 

In a  smal l countr y lik e Sr i Lanka , thes e forest s not  onl y hel p t o maintai n 
environmental balanc e ove r th e whol e country , the y als o serv e a s importan t 
habitats fo r wildlif e an d enabl e in  situ  conservatio n o f geneti c resource s an d 
endangered species . Fo r thi s reason , thei r conversio n t o plantation forest s i s 
prohibited. The y are havens for wildlife, harbouring, for example , most of the 
island's remaining elephants. I n line with their conservation importance, most 
of the reserves in the national Protected Areas Network (whic h covers 14 % of 
the country ) ar e locate d i n th e dr y zone . I n some , wildlif e protectio n i s 
insufficient (especiall y i n "no go " areas), while i n others game number s ar e 
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now s o hig h tha t the y threate n natura l regeneratio n o f th e fores t durin g dr y 
periods (Nanayakkara , 1981 ; 1982). I n Yal a National Par k i n the south-east , 
for example, a regeneration plan has had to be initiated, involving periodicall y 
fencing of f area s of the park to promote regeneration . 

Lowland we t zone forest s 

Located i n th e south-wester n par t o f th e country , thi s i s a  critica l agro -
ecological-climatic zon e wher e th e natura l fores t cove r ha s bee n reduce d t o 
about 9  pe r cent . Th e zon e i s nevertheles s wel l stocke d wit h hom e garden s 
with severa l canop y layers , an d agro-base d industria l plantation s suc h a s 
coconut an d rubber . T o som e extent , thes e complemen t th e environmenta l 
benefits provide d b y th e limite d exten t o f natura l forest s i n this zone . 

The remova l o f natura l fores t cove r i n thi s zon e ha s le d t o regula r floods, 
mainly because silt-laden rivers burst their banks and overflow during the rainy 
season. Tw o such rivers are the Kalu Ganga and the Kelani Ganga which both 
enter th e se a i n th e south-west . I n orde r t o ameliorat e environmenta l 
conditions, therefore , reafforestatio n o f th e uppe r reache s o f thes e tw o river s 
is desirable . Al l remainin g area s o f natura l forest , excep t fo r par t o f th e 
Sinharaja Worl d Heritag e Site , had bee n exploite d fo r timbe r i n the pas t an d 
need t o b e reste d fo r decade s t o enabl e the m t o regai n thei r environmenta l 
importance an d timbe r value . 

Montane we t zon e forest s 

This area , o n th e wester n sid e o f th e montan e zone , i s the mos t critica l are a 
where forests ar e needed to ameliorate environmenta l conditions . Th e natura l 
humid evergreen forest s i n most of the area have been replaced by eroding tea 
plantations. A s a result, destructive floods , soi l erosion, earthslips, rock slide s 
and landslide s ar e quit e common , causin g muc h los s o f lif e an d property . 
Small but vital areas of natural fores t an d forest plantations , located mostly on 
the peaks in the high-elevation distric t of Nuwaraeliya, are being protected and 
managed to maintain an environmental balance in that region. Still , even here, 
illegal fuelwoo d cuttin g b y te a estat e workers , an d som e illici t fellin g o f 
timber, hav e resulte d i n erodin g footpath s an d ski d trails , agai n causin g 
environmental problems . 
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It shoul d b e noted tha t the favourable climat e an d sceni c beauty  i n the whole 
montane zone , particularly i n the Nuwaraeliya district , depends i n part on the 
existence o f thes e residua l forests . Fo r instance , th e montan e cit y o f 
Nuwaraeliya i s a popular holiday resort . Th e district's popularity as a holiday 
resort, bot h fo r loca l an d foreig n tourists , i s proof o f th e contributio n o f th e 
forests in the district to favourable environmental conditions. Beneficia l effect s 
of the forests, suc h as the cooling winds and precipitation, also spread into the 
surrounding lowlands . 

The Forest Department, with bilateral assistance from the USA, has established 
several catchment forest s i n the zone. A s a result, streams run clear again and 
the hazard s o f earthslip s an d landslide s hav e bee n reduced . Reafforestatio n 
efforts b y the Forest Department are continuing, supported by further assistanc e 
from agencie s lik e th e AsDB , ODA an d th e Worl d Bank , i n order t o furthe r 
improve environmenta l condition s i n the zone . 

A majo r proble m i n improvin g environmenta l condition s throug h forestr y i n 
the zon e i s th e difficult y i n regainin g contro l o f te a estate s tha t ar e eithe r 
uneconomic o r that are located on steep slopes . Bot h types would be suitabl e 
for reafforestation , bu t the intransigenc e o f some of those who wield politica l 
influence i n th e regio n ha s ofte n prevente d thi s ide a fro m becomin g reality . 
Although reafforestatio n an d fores t conservatio n measure s improv e 
environmental conditions , and hence ultimately the well-being o f local people 
and the nation, many politicians in this region are more likely to be interested 
in giving lan d or jobs to people on the tea estates in order to get their votes at 
an election. Plantation s are often unpopula r with loca l people, who may even 
set fire  t o them . However , ther e ar e no w severa l green-minde d politica l 
groups that are keen on restoring the forest cove r in the montane zone. Thes e 
groups d o not  hav e veste d interest s i n thi s region , an d therefor e ma y stan d 
more chanc e o f succes s i n the lon g term . 

Regarding th e Kandya n hom e garden s i n thi s zone , fo r whic h Sr i Lank a i s 
famous, i t needs to be mentioned that although they do simulate natural forest s 
in structure and species diversity, on closer inspection, because of scraping and 
working of the soil under the canopy for cultivation of crops, there is a certain 
amount o f to p soi l erosio n durin g heav y rain , especiall y i n the steepe r areas . 
From a n environmenta l poin t o f vie w therefore , th e natura l forest s i n th e 
montane zone have no better substitute . Th e thinking o f many peopl e now i s 
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that, wherever possible, natural forest cover should be restored to these eroding 
hills. 

In this zone, wet grasslands, known as wet patarnas, intersperse forests a t high 
elevations. Som e ar e edaphi c an d other s bioti c i n origin . Thic k grass  hold s 
the topsoil together , an d hence they do not have such an adverse effec t o n the 
environment a s migh t b e supposed . Th e onl y dange r occur s durin g th e dr y 
season (aroun d Februar y t o April ) whe n fires  ma y occur , destroyin g th e 
protective gras s cover . Th e classi c exampl e o f annua l fires  tha t caus e 
environmental problem s is in the Horton Plains National Park at an attitude of 
over 2,20 0 metres . Th e Par k comes under the jurisdiction o f the Departmen t 
of Wild Life Conservation . Join t action is taken by the Forest Department an d 
the Departmen t o f Wil d Lif e Conservatio n t o tr y an d kee p fire  damag e t o a 
minimum. 

Montane dr y zon e forest s 

This zon e occupie s th e easter n sid e o f th e centra l montan e region . Natura l 
forests ar e sparse r an d rainfal l muc h less.  Grassland s know n a s dry palanas 
exist i n between scattere d forests . Th e nee d to establis h forest s quickl y ove r 
this are a ha s bee n accepte d afte r th e positiv e result s obtaine d b y th e Fores t 
Department's efforts a t reafforesting th e wind-swept slopes of critical areas, for 
example a t Erabedda , Bandarawel a an d Badulla . Eve n i n thi s region , th e 
indigenous natura l fores t ha d bee n cleare d an d te a plantation s establishe d 
during colonia l times , resulting i n earthslips an d landslide s durin g occasiona l 
spells o f heav y rain . 

A famous exampl e o f the influence o f forests o n the environment i n this zone 
is at Palugama, an area whose name means "the desolate land" . I n the 1940s , 
because of the foresight o f the then political leaders , eucalypt shelterbelts were 
established scientificall y o n a  barre n windswep t grassland  b y th e Fores t 
Department. Thi s ha s sinc e resulted i n the developmen t o f a  green an d no w 
bustling agricultura l township , Keppetipola , name d afte r a  famou s freedom -
fighter o f the earl y 19t h Centur y (Tisseveerasinghe , 1987) . 
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Arid zon e forest s 

Two area s i n th e north-wes t (Manna r District ) an d south-eas t (Hambantot a 
District) constitut e thi s arid to semi-ari d zone . I t i s a very dry , sand y regio n 
with scattered sparse scrubby vegetation with Prosopis and cactus. Th e Fores t 
Department ha s starte d plantin g specie s lik e Eucalyptus  camaldulensis, 
Casuarina equisetifolia,  an d Prosopis to stem the spread of sand dunes in bare 
areas and thereby improve environmental conditions. Th e environmental effec t 
of thi s planting i s now considerable . 

3.4 Summar y 

Sri Lanka' s forest s ar e extremel y varied , an d eac h fores t typ e i s worth y o f 
conservation i n its  ow n right . I n addition , th e nation' s forest s pla y a n 
important rol e i n producin g favourabl e environmenta l condition s fo r th e 
population -  a s becomes al l too clea r whe n forest s ar e cleared fro m lan d tha t 
cannot sustain any other uses. Th e deforestation tren d has been continuing fo r 
many hundred s o f years , an d ha s accelerate d recently ; th e siz e o f th e fores t 
estate ha s probabl y reache d a n all-tim e low . Th e tim e ha s com e fo r fores t 
clearance to sto p unless there i s a pressing need , and for degrade d area s to be 
returned t o fores t wher e a t al l possible . However , afte r th e loggin g ba n an d 
the declin e i n Stat e fores t clearance , ther e ar e sign s o f a  declin e i n th e 
deforestation trend , but  i n n o way  shoul d an y increase s i n ne w growt h tha t 
result b e construe d a s an increas e i n timber stocking . 
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