
CHAPTER 5 

THE ECONOMIC IMPORTANC E 
OF SRI LANKA'S FORESTS 

5.1 Th e economic importance of timber 

It i s quit e clea r tha t timbe r fro m forest s ha s contribute d t o th e economi c 
development o f Sr i Lanka, and continues to do so. Historically , Sr i Lanka has 
had a  well-developed woodworkin g industr y dating bac k over 2,500 years , as 
can b e see n fro m th e doors , window s an d othe r stron g an d massiv e woode n 
structures tha t hav e bee n found , o r recorded , i n historica l building s 
(Pushparajah, 1987) . Eve n solid woode n bridges constructed usin g ironwoo d 
(Messua ferrea ) laste d fo r centuries . The ironwood tre e i s the national tre e of 
Sri Lanka. Mos t of the finer outside woodworking wa s done by highly-skilled 
and experience d craftsme n an d artisans . 

New equipmen t fo r loggin g an d conversio n o f timbe r o n a  large  scal e cam e 
during th e Dutc h perio d whe n valuabl e toug h timber s lik e ebon y an d 
calamander wer e extracte d an d shippe d t o th e Netherlands . Th e economi c 
importance o f th e country' s forest s gre w eve n furthe r whe n othe r valuabl e 
tropical hardwoods such as satinwood were cut and shipped to Europe or used 
as sleepers i n the construction o f railways . Larg e timbers wer e also supplie d 
to the Unite d Kingdo m durin g th e Secon d Worl d War . 

Subsequently, th e forests ' timbe r potentia l playe d a  majo r rol e i n th e 
development proces s tha t ensue d afte r Independenc e i n 1948 , by meeting th e 
needs o f large-scal e housin g an d constructio n programmes . Thes e hav e 
included the housing programmes, the Mahaweli Development programme and 
other similar development projects. However , the recently-liberalised economy 
and th e processe s o f industrialisatio n deman d ver y larg e quantitie s o f timbe r 
which th e country' s natura l forest s ca n n o longe r suppl y i n full . Althoug h 
dense-canopied, th e natura l forest s ar e generall y poorl y stocke d wit h 
marketable timbe r becaus e o f over-exploitation , earlie r b y th e Fores t 
Department, an d later , sinc e 1968 , b y th e Stat e Timbe r Corporation , an d 
because of illegal felling. On e writer admits that the State Timber Corporatio n 
has grown b y leap s an d bounds , of cours e a t th e expens e o f th e foreste d 
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environment (Abeysekera , 1987) . Th e larges t quantitie s o f timbe r eve r 
harvested b y th e Stat e Timber  Corporatio n wer e fro m th e Mahawel i 
Development Authorit y comman d are a i n the 1980s . 

Fortunately, the country has a fair-sized plantatio n forest estat e which is being 
continuously increase d an d whic h coul d mee t par t o f thi s increase d demand . 
Special-purpose timber s ar e bein g supplie d t o mee t th e requirement s o f th e 
government buildin g sector , th e Railwa y Departmen t an d th e agencie s 
requiring electrica l an d telegrap h poles . Private-secto r institution s generall y 
import thei r timbe r now . Today , th e Stat e Timbe r Corporatio n o n it s ow n 
cannot meet the rising demand for timber. Pressure on the forests has also been 
reduced b y timbe r comin g ou t o f th e non-fores t woo d resources . Thes e 
sources, togethe r wit h th e relaxation o f timbe r impor t controls , have enable d 
the countr y t o res t its  over-exploited an d degrade d natura l forests . 

High deman d fo r timber , couple d wit h limite d supply , ha s mean t a  stead y 
escalation o f timbe r prices . I t i s now onl y a  wealth y ma n wh o coul d affor d 
to purchase prime hardwood timbe r for his house or furniture. Eve n cane and 
rattan furnitur e i s now quit e expensive . 

5.2 Th e economic importance o f other wood product s 

Some of the forest woo d products, other than sawnwood, that contribute to the 
economic importanc e o f forest s include : 

• electrica l transmissio n poles ; 
• telegrap h poles ; 
• fuelwood ; 
• charcoal ; 
• fenc e posts ; 
• plywood ; 
• pulpwood ; 
• can e furniture ; 
• bamboo ; 
• curios ; 
• toys ; 
• othe r miscellaneou s value-adde d items . 
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A valu e estimat e o f al l this , plus th e value o f lo g an d saw n timber , wil l ru n 
into billions of rupees every year. Recognisin g the economic value of forests , 
the countr y continue s it s forestatio n programmes . Som e charcoa l i s bein g 
produced by the Stat e Timber Corporation fro m fores t wood , chiefly fro m th e 
"lop-and-top" and unwante d tre e species from salvag e fores t coupes . 

Also, recognisin g th e environmental , ecologica l an d geneti c importanc e o f 
natural forests , th e Governmen t decide d that , fro m 1981 , n o mor e natura l 
forests woul d b e converte d t o plantatio n forests , an d onl y highly-degrade d 
lands, grasslands, chena  lands, degraded tea estates, coastal areas and areas of 
special o r critica l importanc e woul d b e forested . 

5.3 Th e economic importance o f non-wood fores t product s 

Other fores t product s o f economi c importanc e include : 

• medicines ; 

• honey ; 
• thatch ; 
• food , includin g fruits , fodder , fis h an d gam e meat . 

Although hunting in forests i s not encouraged, and many wild fauna ar e on the 
protected list , there i s a demand fo r wil d meat in some tourist hotels , with the 
result that there is some illici t trafficking. Ther e is also some evidence of the 
illegal smugglin g o f leopar d an d crocodil e skin s ou t o f th e countr y whic h i s 
causing problem s fo r th e Department o f Wild Lif e Conservation . Hone y ha s 
been a n importan t produc t fro m natura l forest s fro m prehistori c time s an d 
continues t o b e s o today ; hone y fro m fores t plantation s i s als o popula r -
beehives i n eucalypt plantation s yiel d very goo d honey . 

5.4 Deman d fo r woo d product s 

The demand fo r industria l timbe r i s growing steadil y and by the year 2000 i t 
will b e i n th e regio n o f 1,444,00 0 m 3. Th e deman d fo r industria l timbe r i n 
1995 wa s 1,357,00 0 m 3, compare d wit h 980,00 0 m 3 te n year s previousl y 
(NARESA, 1991) . 
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Table 5. 1 give s the woo d requirement s o f th e Sr i Lanka n fores t industr y fo r 
the period 199 5 to 2020 by different categorie s i n a self-sufficiency scenario . 

In vie w o f th e prevailin g moratoriu m o n loggin g i n natura l forests , a n 
expanded afforestatio n programme , togethe r wit h carefu l managemen t o f 
existing fores t plantation s and continuation o f imports , will be essential. Thi s 
will enabl e th e forestr y secto r t o continu e t o mak e it s contributio n t o th e 
economy o f th e country an d to mee t projecte d demand s fo r timbe r an d othe r 
forest product s i n perpetuity . 

Table 5. 1 
Wood requirement s o f the Sr i Lanka n fores t industr y 

1995-2020, self-sufficiency scenario , million m 3 

Year 

1995 

2000 

2005 

2010 

2015 

2020 

Sawnwood 

1.320 

1.427 

1.536 

1.649 

1.759 

1.864 

Plywood 
(mostly rubberwoo d 

plylogs) 

0.016 

0.008 

0.004 

0.004 

0.004 

0.004 

Pulp an d 
paper(mostly Albizia 

and Eucalyptus 
pulpwood) 

0.009 

0.009 

0.009 

0 

0 

0 

Total 

1.345 

1.444 

1.549 

1.653 

1.763 

1.868 

5.5 Forestry , industry and employment 

Approximately 200,00 0 peopl e ar e employe d i n th e forestr y sector . Abou t 
60,000 ar e employe d throughou t th e yea r i n th e activitie s o f th e Fores t 
Department alone . Mos t o f th e forest-plantin g work , nurser y work , som e 
building wor k an d som e maintenanc e wor k i s don e b y women . Th e woo d 
industry include s abou t 30 0 sawmills fo r subsequen t processin g o f timber fo r 
the loca l market , around 8,00 0 furniture-cum-carpentry industrie s and nearl y 
400 other wood product s industries . 
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Some o f thes e ar e o n a  smal l scale . Al l sawmill s an d al l sale s outlet s o f 
timber, numberin g aroun d 1,500 , ar e registere d an d pa y licenc e fee s t o th e 
government. Al l these industries consume around one million m3 of wood per 
year. However , no t all  timbe r fo r thes e industrie s come s fro m th e fores t 
proper. Abou t hal f come s fro m th e non-fores t woo d sector . Also , now tha t 
the impor t o f timbe r i s permitted, ther e i s the likelihood tha t wood industrie s 
will gro w and, with the large extents of fores t plantatio n gainin g maturit y fo r 
harvesting unde r sustained-yiel d management , th e economi c importanc e o f 
forestry wil l n o doub t grow . 

5.6 Summar y 

The demonstrated economi c valu e of forestry i s now leadin g to private secto r 
establishment o f industria l an d agroforestr y plantations , wit h governmen t 
support. Th e Fores t Departmen t trie d privat e secto r forestr y som e year s ag o 
but at that time i t was not successful , becaus e of various restrictions and lan d 
tenurial problems . Wit h a  libera l polic y bein g adopte d today , ther e i s grea t 
potential i n th e field  o f privat e secto r forestr y fo r industry , an d would-b e 
entrepreneurs ar e awar e o f th e economi c benefit s fro m long-ter m forestry . 
With the technology of establishing fast-growing timbe r species like eucalypts, 
pines an d mahogan y no w well-known , privat e secto r forestr y ha s a  goo d 
future. I t shoul d furthe r reduc e th e pressur e o n th e hard-presse d an d over -
exploited natura l forest s o f th e country . However , i n orde r fo r privat e 
enterprise forestr y t o succeed , ther e needs to be security o f lan d tenure an d a 
ready marke t fo r th e fores t products . Privat e secto r fores t industrie s ma y no t 
be profitable ventures , except in the case of a  venture growing smal l wood fo r 
pulp and pape r industries , or fo r powe r generation . Sr i Lanka i s planning t o 
set up a pilot plant to generate power from smal l wood gassification . A s land 
is available a t the moment , thi s coul d b e a  success . 

Unfortunately, th e tota l economi c importanc e o f th e forestr y secto r i s no t 
adequately recognised in the state's accounting system, which generally shows 
a GDP contribution o f abou t two per cent. Thi s i s a serious underestimate o f 
the true wort h o f forest s an d forestry . Importan t benefit s ar e not include d o r 
register only very poorly in GDP statistics. Thes e would include the economic 
contribution o f forestry t o the total energy needs; the value of al l value-adde d 
products; th e cost s an d benefit s o f harvestin g an d transportin g timber ; 
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intersectoral linkag e benefits ; and , abov e all , th e environmenta l an d socia l 
benefits o f forests . I t i s importan t tha t thi s underestimat e i s eliminate d i n 
order t o improv e awarenes s amon g th e peopl e o f th e tota l benefit s an d 
economic importanc e of the country's forests. 
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