
CHAPTER 4 

THE SOCIA L IMPORTANCE 
OF SRI LANKA'S FOREST S 

4.1 Introductio n 

In a  countr y lik e Sr i Lank a wit h a  lon g traditio n o f forestr y practic e an d 
management, an d o f fores t an d wildlif e conservatio n supporte d b y roya l an d 
government patronage , th e socia l value s o f forest s ar e many , an d include : 

• loca l us e o f forests ; 
• touris m an d recreation ; 
• scientifi c study ; 
• religiou s retreats . 

4.2 Loca l us e o f forest s 

Forest people s 

There ar e probabl y n o mor e tha n a  thousand tru e fores t tribai s no w livin g i n 
Sri Lanka. Thos e that remain constitute the Veddha people , found i n the eas t 
of the country. Ther e they have been "given" a block of forest t o enable them 
to pursue som e of their forest-base d activitie s - althoug h whethe r they reall y 
do stil l pursue them is debatable. I n fact, many Veddhas now earn quite a lot 
of money from foreig n tourists . Som e of them are also permanently employe d 
in agricultur e an d eve n wor k a s pai d worker s i n th e Fores t Department' s 
afforestation projects , for instance in the Co-operative Reafforestation Scheme . 

The absence of forest-dwelling tribe s from remainin g forests should enable Sri 
Lanka t o manag e its  forest s a s i s don e i n develope d countries . O f course , 
people livin g o n th e borderline s o f forests , o r i n village s withi n fores t 
boundaries, d o nee d t o b e abl e t o gathe r limite d non-woo d fores t products . 
The chie f one s ar e medicina l plant s an d hone y whic h hav e bee n use d a s par t 
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of the indigenou s medica l syste m sinc e ancien t times . Bu t even these peopl e 
are primaril y farmers . Livin g nea r th e forest , the y mak e us e o f a  few good s 
from th e fores t tha t benefi t thei r lives , bu t the y ar e not  forest-dependen t a s 
such. 

Non-forest rura l people s 

The present Fores t Ordinanc e continues to allow the free collectio n right s fo r 
fallen fuelwoo d an d mino r fores t produc e tha t wer e first  incorporate d i n th e 
Forest Ordinance s o f th e Britis h period . Thi s satisfie s som e aspect s o f th e 
social needs of rural people who live in or on the periphery o f forests . A s the 
latest on-goin g studie s show, only abou t 7 % of the fuelwood need s of peopl e 
come fro m forest s an d most o f this comes fro m th e operation o f these rights . 
The bul k o f fuelwoo d consume d b y peopl e i n th e country  come s fro m non -
forest vegetation . Thi s i s a  healthy sig n bot h fro m a  fores t an d environmen t 
viewpoint becaus e i t suggest s tha t ther e wil l b e littl e pressur e o n forest s fo r 
fuelwood. 

Studies have revealed that , o n average fo r th e whole country , rura l peopl e d o 
not hav e t o walk  mor e tha n on e mil e t o fetc h th e fuelwoo d neede d fo r thei r 
domestic chores (Wijesinghe, 1981) . Thu s the fuelwood situatio n in Sri Lanka 
is bette r tha n i n som e othe r countries . However , fuelwoo d i s stil l th e majo r 
domestic fue l i n the country and i s likely to remain so for a  long time. A s the 
population increase s and fores t resource s are depleted, th e fuelwoo d situatio n 
may deteriorate . Thi s suggest s tha t countrywid e increase s i n the plantin g o f 
agroforesty hom e gardens through participatory methods may be of high social 
importance, since i t would further reduc e the efforts an d cost needed to obtain 
fuelwood. 

People's participatio n i s a t th e cor e o f th e ne w AsDB-funde d participator y 
forestry projec t whic h include s components o f establishing bloc k plantations , 
agroforests, watershed forests and countrywide amenity plantings. Thi s project 
will als o n o doub t improv e environmenta l conditions , thereb y demonstratin g 
the valu e o f grassroot s participator y approache s t o forestr y practice . Peopl e 
will b e made beneficiarie s unde r thi s project . 
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4.3 Touris m an d recreatio n 

Many forest s ar e visited  b y th e public , includin g students , fo r recreatio n 
purposes with permission fro m th e agencies in charge. Some blocks of mixed 
forest plantations raised by the Forest Department are no longer being managed 
for timbe r becaus e o f their locatio n nea r cities , and thei r amenit y an d micro -
environmental values . Som e o f thos e whic h straddl e th e highway s enterin g 
cities no w serv e a s picni c spot s fo r schoo l children , famil y group s o r th e 
general public . Her e the Fores t Departmen t provide s facilitie s fo r picnickin g 
that blen d wit h th e surrounding s o f thes e forests . A  goo d exampl e i s th e 
picnic sit e i n th e Badagamuw a are a whic h i s no w a  well-stocked , high -
canopied, mixe d fores t jus t outsid e th e town o f Kurunegal a i n the north-wes t 
intermediate zone . 

In addition t o Fores t Reserves , approximately 14 % of the country i s gazette d 
as protected areas, mainly National Parks . Apar t from loca l visitors, these also 
attract larg e number s o f tourists . 

4.4 Scientifi c stud y 

Student an d environmenta l group s us e th e forest s fo r stud y purposes . Sinc e 
forestry wa s include d a s a  subjec t i n curricul a o n th e initiativ e o f th e Fores t 
Department, studen t visitatio n o f forest s fo r scientifi c stud y ha s increased . 

In a new development started in 1988 , strictly-protected, unique natural forest s 
are bein g opene d fo r regulate d visits , mainl y fo r th e purpose s o f scientifi c 
study. On e such forest i s the Sinharaja Fores t Reserve in the south-west which 
is liste d a s a  natura l Worl d Heritag e Sit e wit h UNESCO . I t i s also declare d 
a National Wildernes s area under the Sr i Lanka Wilderness Areas Act. Mor e 
forests ar e bein g earmarke d fo r listin g a s Worl d Heritag e sites . However , i t 
takes a  lon g tim e t o secur e approva l fo r suc h a  listin g an d som e ne w 
interventions are needed to quicken the process. Sinharaj a listin g started with 
the despatch of colour slide s to UNESCO in 1983 , and took nearly five years . 
One reason for th e delay was because part of Sinharaja ha d been exploited fo r 
the suppl y o f log s t o a  gian t plywood/chipboard/furnitur e comple x i n th e 
1970s. Thi s followed a  feasibility stud y don e on the advice of a  World Ban k 
expert (Rajapkase, 1974 ; Nanayakkara, 1985) . Scientifi c studie s conducted i n 
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Sinharaja have subsequently helped in obtaining assistance from internationa l 
agencies fo r intensiv e fores t conservatio n an d management o f Sinharaj a an d 
other unique forest ecosystems, thus increasing their social importance as well. 

Often i t is found that many forests, especially those in the dry zone, cover the 
ruins o f ol d civilisation s whic h ar e o f grea t archaeologica l importanc e an d 
provide archaeologists and other serious study groups with a seemingly endless 
source of material. Ritigal a Forest Reserve, a high peak in the dry zone, is a 
striking exampl e an d ha s bee n declare d a n Archaeologica l Reserve . Apar t 
from ruins , this fores t ha s many distinc t vegetatio n type s which ar e also of 
interest to students and scientists. 

4.5 Religiou s retreat s 

The Fores t Department , whic h i s th e custodia n o f abou t tw o third s o f th e 
forests of the country, issues permits at a very nominal fee for small blocks of 
natural fores t whic h ar e termed hermitag e o r aranya  forests, fo r th e us e of 
Buddhist forest monks as residential places for meditation. Thi s is one of the 
practices tha t has come down from th e days when Sinhales e kings ruled the 
country. I t is also a good method of forest protectio n and no illegal felling s 
take plac e i n suc h fores t blocks . I n som e instances , residen t monk s hav e 
assisted the Forest Department to enrich blank areas with indigenous species 
in adjacent forests . N o cultivation is carried out in these forests, and there is 
a good rapport between the monks (some of whom are from foreign countries) 
and th e loca l Fores t Departmen t staff . Th e practic e i s on e tha t shoul d b e 
encouraged, even though the areas involved are small. 
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