
CHAPTER 7 

NATURAL FORES T MANAGEMEN T 
AND CONSERVATIO N 

7.1 Introductio n 

As indicate d earlier , th e sustainabilit y o f th e productiv e us e o f a  fores t i s a 
debatable an d controversia l issue . A s such , i t i s ope n t o questio n a s t o 
whether such a forest used for production could be conserved in the real sense 
of the word. I t is clear, however, that linkages between institutions are needed 
to conserv e th e forest s whic h ar e o r hav e bee n badl y degrade d b y externa l 
influences. 

Sri Lanka' s natura l fores t resource s continu e t o supply par t o f th e timber an d 
fuelwood need s o f th e nation , alon g wit h othe r good s suc h a s fodde r fo r 
animals, medicines for man , and man y items of food value , and services such 
as recreation , amenity , aestheti c enjoyment , an d academi c study . However , 
because of fores t clearanc e to meet th e need for lan d of a  growing populatio n 
and th e fas t depletio n o f th e fores t resource s t o meet developmen t needs , the 
productive us e of thes e forest s ha s certainl y no t bee n sustained . A s a  result , 
the countr y ha s now go t to rely o n timber imports . 

Currently, Sri Lanka is undertaking studies in certain forest areas , to determine 
whether productiv e use , not  onl y o f timbe r bu t als o o f othe r good s an d 
services, could be sustained withou t alterin g th e complex fores t structur e an d 
the dynamics o f fores t ecosystems . 

In this regard, the approach suggested by the Oxford Conferenc e o n the Wise 
Management o f Tropica l Forest s hel d i n 199 2 i s commendabl e (OFI , 1992) . 
By advocatin g wis e management , th e conference introduce s a  concept whic h 
existed i n Sr i Lank a centurie s ag o whe n forestr y wa s a  par t o f Sr i Lanka' s 
culture. Thi s concep t o f wis e managemen t coul d serv e a s an impetu s t o th e 
country to reintroduce the wise forest management systems that most certainly 
would hav e existe d i n th e past . I t i s appropriat e t o stat e her e th e broa d 
conclusions o f th e conference , whic h ar e basically wha t Sr i Lanka n forester s 
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and fores t scientist s hop e wil l succee d agai n i n Sr i Lanka . The y are : 

(i) Wisely-manage d forest s ca n an d wil l continu e t o suppl y good s o n a n 
ecologically-sustainable basis . 

(ii) Appropriat e political , social and economic conditions must be in place 
before wis e management , throug h ecologically-soun d silvicultura l 
practices, can succeed . 

(iii) Involvemen t o f loca l communitie s i n management decision s i s vital i n 
circumstances wher e governmen t institution s ar e n o longe r abl e t o 
manage effectively . 

Wise and thoughtful managemen t had , in effect, bee n practised in times when 
benevolent an d wis e monarch s rule d th e country . Thi s ha s le d t o a  stron g 
acceptance toda y o f natura l fores t conservatio n b y th e peopl e o f Sr i Lanka . 
In fact , a s histor y ha s recorded , on e o f th e first  wildlif e sanctuarie s i n th e 
world wa s established i n Sr i Lanka i n the third centur y BC . 

Wise managemen t ca n therefor e b e see n a s a n hones t an d credibl e approac h 
to plannin g fores t managemen t systems , an d a n acceptabl e approac h t o 
determining whethe r fores t sustainabilit y i s a  practica l proposition . B y this , 
the linkage s betwee n wis e managemen t i n th e productiv e us e o f Sr i Lanka' s 
forest resource s an d th e nee d fo r conservatio n o f thes e resource s ca n b e 
determined i n order to sustain fores t structur e and forest quality . Th e Oxfor d 
conclusion o n th e nee d fo r ecologica l sustainabilit y i s significan t an d ver y 
appropriate t o the Sr i Lankan situation. I t also indicates the direction tropica l 
forest ecolog y shoul d tak e i n Sr i Lanka . 

7.2 Conservatio n o f natural forest s i n the early post -
Independence perio d 

Small areas of natura l fores t tha t were automatically conserve d full y wer e the 
aranya o r hermitag e forests , an d forest s i n an d aroun d archaeologica l sites . 
These ha d bee n conserve d fro m pre-Independenc e times . Forest s wit h 
archaeological site s ar e als o Archaeologica l Reserves . Al l ar e ver y smal l 
forests. 
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Apart fro m th e formatio n o f Nationa l Parks , on e o f th e first  attempt s a t 
absolute conservation i n the post-independence period was the demarcation of 
50-acre arboret a unde r th e Internationa l Biologica l Programm e (IBP ) o f 
UNESCO. Th e loca l sub-committe e o f th e IB P heade d b y th e Fores t Chie f 
was initially under the National Science Council, but later shifted t o the Forest 
Department. Th e objectiv e o f demarcatio n wa s t o exclud e suc h area s fro m 
timber exploitatio n o r othe r form s o f interference . Nin e fores t block s wer e 
demarcated. 

In 1975 , thi s programm e wa s rename d th e Ma n an d Biospher e Programm e 
(MAB), an d large r block s o f fores t wer e demarcated , includin g som e fores t 
plantations. Tw o uniqu e fores t ecosystem s tha t wer e grante d internationa l 
MAB statu s a t tha t tim e wer e th e Sinharaj a i n th e lowlan d we t zon e an d 
Hurulu in the dry zone (Sri Bharathie, 1979) . Fores t areas conserved under the 
MAB programme numbered forty-seven , covering  119,88 3 ha and distribute d 
amongst th e differen t agro-ecological-climati c zone s (Bandaratilleke , 1990) . 
These forests were either gazetted and proclaimed Forest Reserves or Proposed 
Forest Reserves . 

7.3 Conservatio n o f natural forest s i n the 1980 s 

State conservatio n measure s gathere d momentu m i n th e 1980 s throug h th e 
Department o f Wildlif e Conservatio n i n th e for m o f a  ne w Protecte d Area s 
Network. Man y NGO s an d environmentalist s backe d th e Faun a an d Flor a 
Protection Ordinance as the best instrument for forest conservation, rather than 
the Fores t Ordinanc e whic h provide d fo r selectiv e loggin g i n som e Fores t 
Reserves, eve n thoug h som e o f thos e Fores t Reserve s wer e actuall y mor e 
important for wildlife conservation than other protected areas (Gunatilleke and 
Gunatilleke, 1983a) . 

Therefore, after decades of development activities necessitating the overcutting, 
denudation and degradation of most of the country's natural forests afte r 1948 , 
once again , sinc e 1989 , a new er a o f natura l fores t conservatio n ha s dawne d 
in Sr i Lanka . Thi s was a  long overdue ste p which could no t be taken earlie r 
because of pressures emanating from th e State Timber Corporation and vested 
interests tha t enjoye d som e suppor t throug h politica l patronage . 
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Eventually, the voice of concerned foresters, forest scientists, environmentalists 
and concerne d citizen s a t larg e was  hear d an d th e loggin g ba n imposed . 
Action was then taken to assess the conservation value of these natural forests , 
first i n the wet zone and late r in all other zones . Fo r this exercise, the Fores t 
Department i s assisted b y th e UND P an d th e FAO, through th e IUCN . 

7.4 Conservatio n of natural forests i n the 1990s 

The 199 0 loggin g ba n 

In 1990 , th e Governmen t impose d a  loggin g ba n o n timbe r fro m natura l 
forests. Thi s move followed th e revelations tha t the nation's forest s had bee n 
over-exploited fo r a  lon g time , togethe r wit h pressur e fro m rura l people , 
public-spirited citizens , professors an d environmentalists , an d becaus e o f th e 
marked declin e i n Sr i Lanka' s fores t cover . Thi s wa s als o linke d t o fear s 
created b y th e Souther n insurgenc y i n 198 9 tha t prevente d logger s fro m 
entering th e forests . Ther e is , a s yet , n o ba n o n stat e loggin g i n fores t 
plantations, bu t ther e i s agitatio n fro m environmentalist s an d th e Fores t 
Department t o ba n loggin g i n th e montan e plantation s abov e 5,00 0 ft,  thu s 
going back to a recommendation mad e by British naturalis t Josep h Hooker i n 
1873 (Nanayakkara , 1987 ; Sahajananthan , 1987) . 

The strategy t o be adopted i s to allow the planted forest s abov e this elevatio n 
to develop into a type of mixed fores t wit h simple silvicultura l treatment . Sr i 
Lanka thus follows the example set by many South-East Asian countries which 
have impose d loggin g ban s t o conserv e natura l fores t ecosystems , wildlif e 
habitats an d geneti c resources . 

The Accelerate d Conservatio n Revie w (ACR ) 

An AC R wa s firs t carrie d out  fo r th e we t zon e forests . I t was  a  rapi d 
appraisal o f th e ecological , hydrologica l an d biologica l statu s o f th e greate r 
part o f th e country' s we t zon e forests . Base d o n thi s study , th e Fores t 
Department decide d i n 199 0 to plac e a  tota l o f 1 3 wet zon e forest s o n th e 
critical list , and place them under a  form o f conservatio n management , takin g 
these parameters an d thos e o f cultura l importanc e int o account . 
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Conservation Managemen t Plan s 

Following th e AC R wa s th e programm e t o prepar e 1 3 Conservatio n 
Management Plan s fo r thes e we t zon e forests . Thes e ar e apar t fro m th e 
Conservation Managemen t Plan s fo r tw o o f th e country' s mos t importan t 
forests, namel y th e Sinharaj a Worl d Heritag e Site , and the Knuckles range of 
forests i n the northern part of the central montane zone. Seve n plans had been 
completed b y th e beginnin g o f 1995 , four i n the Matar a district  an d thre e i n 
the Gall e district , bot h i n th e Souther n Province . Th e preparatio n o f al l 1 3 
Management Plan s i s expected t o be complete d b y th e middle o f 1995 . 

The buffer zon e principle is being adopted for the conservation of all wet zone 
forests. Thi s principl e wa s firs t adopte d b y th e Fores t Departmen t fo r 
Sinharaja. Th e factor s bein g take n int o accoun t als o includ e th e socio -
economy of the villages in or near the forests, boundary demarcation and legal 
status. 

One alarmin g tendenc y note d i s th e belie f o f som e oversea s consultant s an d 
some of their local scientific counterpart s that Sr i Lanka's forests ar e home to 
indigenous forest-dwellers . Ther e i s a  proble m o f definitio n a s th e mai n 
activity o f thes e group s i s agriculture . Apar t fro m th e Veddhas , th e peopl e 
referred t o ar e i n fac t farmer s livin g i n villages i n periphera l area s o f forest s 
or i n encroachment s insid e forests . Ther e ar e als o a  fe w village s inside 
forests, bu t the people are farmers. Thei r dependence o n forests i s limited t o 
some fuelwoo d collectio n an d possibl y th e gathering o f medicina l plant s an d 
collection o f honey . Som e o f thei r othe r activitie s ar e illegal  felling , th e 
collection of fauna an d flora fo r outsiders and some illegal hunting to meet the 
"needs" of hotels . Muc h publicit y ha s been give n to the preparation o f thes e 
Conservation Managemen t Plans , especially t o strategie s an d programme s o f 
activities t o ensur e a  suppose d "sustainability " i n th e us e o f thes e forest s 
(IUCN, 1994c) . However , thi s is , at present, a  difficult concep t an d could be 
destructive in practice in the long term. A s such, even in the case of these wet 
zone forests , i t ma y wel l b e bette r t o provid e loca l villag e fol k wit h a  mor e 
lucrative incom e i n nearby industrie s and i n agroforestry i n buffer zone s and 
outside, rather than encourage continued and increased activities in the forest s 
which woul d onl y degrad e th e forest s further . Ideally , human-fores t 
interactions ough t t o be kep t t o a  minimum . 
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Possible inter-institutional linkage s in a future managemen t scenari o for thes e 
forests woul d includ e linkage s betwee n th e Fores t Departmen t a s the Centra l 
body supporte d b y th e activ e Sr i Lank a Researc h Agencies , mainl y th e 
Universities, th e Departmen t o f Wildlif e Conservatio n an d th e Divisiona l 
Secretariats whic h loo k afte r th e education , healt h an d socia l welfar e o f an y 
nearby villag e people . 

The Nationa l Conservatio n Revie w (NCR ) 

A Nationa l Conservatio n Revie w t o cover al l natura l forests , whic h had bee n 
put forwar d b y th e Fores t Departmen t lon g ago , finally bega n i n 1991 . Th e 
study encompasses all natural and near-natural forests in the country, including 
scrub-cum-grasslands and coastal mangrove ecosystems. I t is being carried out 
by the Forest Department/IUCN, utilising UNDP funds channelled through the 
FAO. I t i s par t o f th e Fores t Department' s "Environmenta l Managemen t i n 
Forestry Development " project , implemente d b y th e Department' s 
Environmental Management Division. A t first, it was confined to the wet zone 
forests. I n 1994 , dry zone natural forest s wer e added to the study. Bot h flor a 
and faun a wer e covere d an d th e wor k wa s schedule d t o b e complete d b y 
March 1996 . I t wil l als o cove r th e existin g "Protecte d Area s Network " fo r 
wildlife conservation . 

Conservation o f biodiversit y i s th e mai n ai m o f th e NCR . Th e IUC N leave s 
room fo r releasin g under-stocke d area s fo r othe r development , whic h i s 
surprising. I t seem s advisabl e no t t o encourag e th e releas e o f low-stocke d 
natural forest areas that appear to be of low conservation priority, because with 
appropriate protectio n an d managemen t the y hav e th e potentia l o f becomin g 
high priorit y forest s later . Instead , restockin g wit h indigenou s specie s an d 
adopting simple silvicultural treatment to encourage natural regeneration where 
possible should  b e th e aim . Th e countr y canno t affor d t o los e an y mor e 
natural forests , an d thi s i s supported b y publi c opinion . 

A transec t samplin g methodolog y i s use d i n th e stud y an d dat a collecte d i s 
computerised. Positionin g o f plot s is by a  Global Positionin g Syste m (GPS) . 
Many endangere d specie s hav e bee n foun d durin g surveys , indicatin g 
thenecessity t o conserve in  situ. Ne w specie s have also bee n recorded . Th e 
limitations o f th e samplin g metho d an d th e tim e availabl e hav e bee n 
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recognised an d ther e i s a  possibilit y th e biodiversit y richness  i s under -
estimated. 

The numbe r o f forest s expecte d t o be covere d i n th e lo w we t zon e i s thirty -
two. Th e fores t area s i n th e dry zon e o f th e Norther n Provinc e an d i n othe r 
"no go" areas are expected t o be sampled later . 

7.5 Conservatio n int o the next centur y 

Today, th e Protecte d Area s Networ k unde r th e charg e o f th e Departmen t o f 
Wild Lif e Conservatio n i s abou t 14 % o f th e are a o f th e country , whic h i s 
considered something of a record. Thi s network includes National Parks, Strict 
Natural Reserves , Natur e Reserves , Wil d Lif e Corridors , Intermediat e Wil d 
Life Zone s an d Sanctuaries . Th e tota l exten t wa s som e 780,92 0 h a 
(Bandaratilleke, 1990) . Thi s ha s no w bee n exceeded . Thi s i s a  significan t 
achievement fo r Sr i Lank a an d i s i n keepin g wit h th e country' s stron g 
historical tradition s an d culture o f conservation . 

A significant developmen t i n implementing conservation measures was the re-
organisation o f th e Fores t Departmen t t o includ e a  ne w Environmenta l 
Management Divisio n (EMD) in 198 9 and the continuing policy of increasin g 
the numbe r o f Fores t Division s fo r mor e intensiv e fores t managemen t an d 
protection. Th e Fores t Departmen t als o establishe d clos e link s wit h th e 
Department o f Wil d Lif e Conservatio n throug h th e EM D t o carr y ou t join t 
conservation action , a s fo r exampl e i n th e Horto n Plain s Nationa l Par k an d 
surrounding forest s i n the we t montan e zone . 

The conservatio n measure s have stron g suppor t i n the country , excep t wher e 
there i s pressur e o n land . Conservatio n suffer s especiall y a t th e hand s o f 
politicians wit h a n ey e on th e vote a t a  futur e genera l election : i t has been a 
regular pattern that requests for the release of forest lan d to settle people build 
up just befor e a  genera l election . Som e politicians have been openl y agains t 
forest an d wildlif e conservatio n i n th e belie f tha t all  rura l peopl e hav e t o b e 
provided wit h lan d fo r thei r livelihood . 
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If suc h beliefs continue , then Sr i Lanka's forest s wil l rapidl y disappear . I t i s 
hoped, though, tha t they may change through the awareness campaigns bein g 
promoted b y th e Fores t Departmen t an d th e Departmen t o f Wil d Lif e 
Conservation. 

Fortunately, seminars , workshop s an d meeting s a t grassroot s leve l b y bot h 
these Departments , the inclusion o f th e subject o f forestry i n school curricul a 
on the recommendation of the Forest Department, and the formation o f Village 
Forest Societies (VFS) have most certainly improved people's awareness of the 
importance of forestry. A s a result, forest conservatio n programmes now tend 
to be widely accepted . 

Studies have shown tha t i f the management o f som e ke y Fores t Reserve s fo r 
conservation i s not carried forward , man y animal s may become extinc t i n the 
near future . Accordin g t o one well-know n researche r wh o has worked i n Sr i 
Lanka (Erdelen , 1988) : 

• Ther e should  b e a n immediat e sto p t o th e clearin g o f natura l forests , 
whatever th e purpose . 

• Al l area s stil l unde r natura l forest , o r almos t natura l fores t cover , shoul d 
immediately b e strictl y an d totally protected . 

• Effectiv e protectio n o f reserve s an d othe r so-calle d protecte d area s i s 
essential. 

The first  recommendatio n i s alread y i n force , a t leas t i n theory . Thus , th e 
question o f th e protectio n o f forest s need s t o b e addresse d ver y urgentl y a s 
present policin g arrangement s hav e not  ha d th e desired effect . 

Some kin d o f participator y actio n i s als o neede d t o assis t i n protection , 
possibly a  kin d o f "participator y fores t police " compose d o f grassroot s 
volunteers. However , a  formal polic e forc e canno t reall y b e dispense d wit h 
because mos t illici t timbe r feller s ar e arme d an d dangerous . Tha t said , th e 
present Forest Guard system, operated by the Forest Department, and the Wild 
Life Guard System , operated by the Department o f Wild Life Conservation , i s 
inadequate. 
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From ecologica l an d ecosyste m point s o f view , ther e i s n o doub t tha t th e 
effects o f introducin g conservatio n managemen t o f Fores t Reserve s wil l b e 
positive, i f conservatio n measure s ar e not  upset . Alread y i n som e "n o go " 
areas, natura l fores t cove r ha s increased . Studie s o n thes e matter s ar e 
progressing. Wit h time , th e positiv e effect s o f conservatio n o n th e nation' s 
well-being ma y be quantified . 

Meanwhile, th e negativ e effec t o f th e shortfal l i n timbe r productio n fro m 
natural forests i s being met by imports. Ther e is also the compensatory effect s 
of ne w regeneratio n i n the protecte d an d thu s undisturbe d forests , a s wel l a s 
the new timbe r fores t plantation s tha t ar e being grow n a t a n expanded rate . 

7.6 Fores t conservation in action: the case of Sinharaja 

Background 

The Sinharaja World Heritage site in the south-west wet zone contains portions 
of primeval forest s never exploited for timber . Tree s reach heights of over 70 
metres wit h girth s of ove r 3  metres. On e hundred pe r cent canop y closur e i s 
quite commo n i n many places . I t i s the best exampl e o f Sr i Lanka' s tropica l 
humid evergree n forest . Th e grea t scientifi c valu e o f i t i s no w wel l 
documented, an d ha s eve n bee n describe d a s th e las t refug e o f on e o f th e 
world's mos t magnificen t ecosystem s (McDermot t et  ai,  1990) . Briefly , th e 
forest contain s at least 18 4 tree species and 14 7 species of birds (de Zoysa and 
Raheem, 1990) . Seventy-si x tree  specie s ar e endemi c (Gunatillek e an d 
Gunatilleke, 1980) , as ar e man y o f th e bird species . The fores t als o contain s 
a bewilderin g arra y o f othe r fores t product s (Gunatillek e an d Gunatilleke , 
1985), ranging fro m thos e o f foo d valu e t o thos e o f medicina l value , spices , 
oils and honey . Bamboo s an d rattan s ar e prolific . 

Its difficul t rugge d terrain , thic k fores t an d surroundin g rivers  hav e kep t i t 
inaccessible an d thus fairly wel l protected fro m bot h illega l and lega l logger s 
in th e past . Elevation s o f th e fores t rang e fro m 10 0 metres t o 117 0 metres . 
The extent of the forest i n 198 8 was 8,864 acres to which a further exten t was 
added fro m th e eas t i n 1990 , making th e tota l area o f th e fores t a  continuou s 
extent o f 11,33 1 ha . 
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Logging i n Sinharaj a 

There was no road access to Sinharaja unti l the early 1960 s when a road trace 
was opene d up , bu t th e intentio n a t tha t tim e wa s t o hav e a  jeep trac k fo r 
exploratory and research purposes and not for the exploitation o f timber. Th e 
first so d fo r thi s road wa s cut i n 196 3 from th e north west . However , i n th e 
1970s, as the timber stocking in the forest cam e to be known, the Government , 
on ill-conceived advic e an d wit h Canadia n aid , decided t o lo g a  portion o f i t 
for plywoo d manufacture . Th e origina l jee p trac k wa s enlarge d t o for m a 
costly broad-gauge d roadway . 

In 1978 , because o f growin g protest s from environmentalist s an d th e genera l 
public, the Governmen t terminate d al l loggin g activitie s i n the fores t an d th e 
Forest Department regaine d ful l contro l (Gunatillek e and Gunatilleke, 1983b) . 
Prior t o th e actua l termination , loggin g ha d alread y bee n scale d down , 
following a  repor t o f a  Parliamentary Committe e (Rajapkase , 1974) . 

Sinharaja a s a World Heritag e Sit e 

From 198 3 t o 1988 , th e Fores t Departmen t presse d fo r th e recognitio n o f 
Sinharaja a s a natural Worl d Heritag e site by UNESCO. Ther e was intensiv e 
lobbying b y th e Fores t Departmen t an d th e Sr i Lank a ambassado r i n Paris , 
which finall y succeede d an d toda y th e Sinharaj a Worl d Heritag e sit e i s a 
world-recognised centr e for tropical humid forest research . Man y national and 
foreign universitie s carr y ou t research i n this forest . 

International agencie s lik e th e Worl d Wid e Fun d fo r Natur e (WWF) , th e 
Norwegian Government , th e Internationa l Unio n fo r Conservatio n o f Natur e 
(IUCN) and the FAO support the Government's efforts a t conserving the forest . 
The University of Peradeniya and the NGO the "March for Conservation" lead 
the loca l researc h effort s i n additio n t o th e Fores t Department . 
Simultaneously, wit h th e listin g o f Sinharaj a a s a  Worl d Heritag e site , th e 
Government declare d i t a  Nationa l Heritag e Wildernes s area . Th e ne w 
legislation wa s calle d th e Nationa l Heritag e Wildernes s Area s Act . 

The Norwegia n Government , wit h suppor t fro m th e Sr i Lank a Government , 
provided fund s fo r a  revise d Managemen t Pla n fo r Sinharaj a fo r th e 
Conservation Managemen t o f the forest, whic h work was contracted t o IUCN 

76 



(now calle d th e Worl d Conservatio n Union) . I t i s a  five-year  managemen t 
plan whic h wil l b e reviewed half-wa y throug h an d continued b y Governmen t 
after th e present foreig n fundin g lapses . Th e underlying directio n o f the plan 
is acceptable to foresters an d naturalists alike, keeping activitie s in the forest s 
to a  minimum . 

As a  resul t o f th e plan , muc h scientifi c wor k ha s bee n don e i n an d aroun d 
Sinharaja b y Sri Lankan and foreign scientists , and now Sinharaja i s firmly on 
the world forest conservatio n map. Th e plan was prepared in 1993 . Th e main 
objective o f th e pla n i s t o propos e strategie s an d prepar e a  programm e o f 
priorities whic h would : 

"ensure the  maximum  possible  protection  of  Sinharaja  whilst 
not adversely  affecting  the  livelihood  of  the  people  in  the 
surrounding villages"  (IUCN , 1994a) . 

Some o f th e recommendation s ar e basic , suc h a s th e re-demarcatio n o f 
boundaries, exclusion o f ol d encroache d settlements , completion o f boundar y 
marking, strengthening research, encouraging publicity, the need for additiona l 
staff, an d restrictio n o n entry . 

Sinharaja an d loca l peopl e 

At present, there are 32 village settlements in and around Sinharaja , mostl y on 
the periphery of the forest. Th e total population of these villages is only about 
5,000, althoug h thi s i s muc h mor e tha n th e likel y 196 3 figure o f abou t tw o 
thousand. Th e people i n these village s are ver y poo r -  som e o f th e poores t 
in th e country . The y hav e bee n rathe r neglecte d b y successiv e regimes , 
resulting i n their being used by unscrupulous businessmen to undertake illegal 
felling i n some accessible areas . The y are not forest tribai s or forest dweller s 
as ar e th e Veddhas , an d practis e agricultur e a s thei r mai n occupation . Th e 
forest i s also surrounded by eight tea estates , some of which are degraded an d 
uneconomic, wher e onl y a  fe w o f th e villag e peopl e hav e seasona l 
employment. However , in view of the permanent workforce on the tea estates, 
there i s stil l competitio n fo r ne w jobs o n the estates . 

It i s onl y sinc e Sinharaj a gaine d prominenc e tha t th e basi c need s o f thes e 
people ar e bein g addresse d b y the Distric t administration . Th e Extensio n 
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Branch of the Forest Department has enlisted the services of medical personnel 
on a  voluntary basi s to help these unfortunate people . Th e recommendation s 
in th e pla n als o includ e th e translocatio n o f som e familie s i f i t become s 
necessary t o d o so . Immigratio n ( a resul t o f overcrowdin g elsewher e i n th e 
country) may also need to be addressed. Organisin g buffer-zone programmes , 
establishing a  Protectio n Fund , securin g th e suppor t o f community-base d 
organisations t o protec t th e forest , an d permittin g restricte d us e o f non-woo d 
resources, are other component s o f th e plan . 

The pla n als o recommend s a  researc h programm e t o includ e a  broa d socio -
economic baseline survey, including institutional aspects, which will determine 
the linkage s tha t hav e t o b e establishe d t o conserv e th e forest , whils t a t th e 
same tim e permittin g an y possibl e limite d productiv e us e o f th e forest' s 
resources. A s yet , ther e ar e n o forest s i n moder n Sr i Lank a wher e a 
management system is in operation where links have been established betwee n 
conservation an d sustainabl e us e o f th e fores t resources . Som e small-scal e 
sporadic survey s hav e bee n don e b y th e Fores t Departmen t bu t the y ar e not 
broad-based enoug h fo r plannin g purposes . 

The broad-base d socio-economi c stud y woul d b e directe d t o th e followin g 
areas: 

(i) Link s betwee n th e people s o f th e differen t village s a s fa r the y affec t 
the management o f th e buffer zon e that surround s th e forest . 

(ii) Th e exten t o f thei r dependence o n the Sinharaj a Conservatio n Area . 
(iii) Attitudina l studie s vis-à-vi s th e estate-owner s an d th e villag e people . 
(iv) Th e proces s o f establishmen t an d operatio n o f community-base d 

organisations. 
(v) Th e collectio n o f baselin e dat a pertainin g t o th e livelihoo d o f th e 

people. 
(vi) Issue s concerning th e operation o f variou s concerne d agencies . 

Once th e result s o f thi s researc h survey  ar e known , i t shoul d b e possibl e t o 
determine the linkages tha t have t o be established betwee n th e village peopl e 
and th e concerne d agencie s an d betwee n th e agencies i n order t o protec t th e 
forest, regenerat e logge d an d ol d cultivated area s in the forest , an d ensure , i f 
possible, som e for m o f sustainabl e o r wis e us e o f th e forest . Th e Fores t 
Department ha d alread y starte d o n this  initiative . Concurrently , th e pla n 
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should ai m a t providin g th e measures tha t woul d als o improve th e qualit y o f 
life o f the people. On e alternative may be to provide the people with a better 
quality o f lif e elsewher e o r nearby o n the tea estate s o r othe r industries , tha t 
would enable them to get better and regular employment and a higher income. 
It ma y b e bette r i f th e degraded , uneconomi c te a estate s wer e converte d t o 
agroforestry. Thes e wil l then serve as an additional buffe r t o Sinharaja wher e 
the peopl e coul d b e engage d i n profitable agroforestry . Thi s ma y ultimatel y 
be the correct approach rather than trying to persuade these people to continue 
their presen t fruga l agricultura l practice s whic h ar e jus t sufficien t t o ensur e 
survival, with a  few adde d benefit s fro m fores t product s like honey an d pal m 
sugar -  bearin g in mind that the practice of fellin g o f timber would be strictly 
prohibited. 

It should no t be the policy o f agencie s to try and force , coa x or exploi t thes e 
people t o protec t Sinharaja . O n th e othe r hand , som e participator y actio n 
would b e forthcomin g t o protec t th e fores t i f earning  capacit y an d qualit y o f 
life wer e improve d i n th e way s suggested . Th e approac h o f th e Extensio n 
Branch of the Forest Department i s happily in this direction. I n former times , 
when Sr i Lanka had a n established fores t cultur e of it s own, the people wer e 
healthy, wel l fe d an d prosperous . Today , the y ar e jus t abl e t o ek e out  a n 
existence o n th e fringes o f the forest . 

This broad-base d socio-economi c stud y woul d b e starte d concurrentl y wit h 
other organise d studies , suc h a s ecology . I t i s importan t tha t th e researcher s 
approach peopl e wit h a n ope n min d an d d o no t hav e preconceive d ideas . 
Socio-economic studie s that have been started i n this way elsewhere have led 
to problems, as in the first AsD B community forestr y project . I f the outcome 
of th e surve y i s positive , the n a  tria l plo t coul d b e establishe d t o determin e 
whether conservation and some form of sustainable productive use of the forest 
is possible . Hitherto , participatory actio n ha s prove d t o be a  success onl y i n 
the establishmen t o f agroforestr y plantations . 

Apart fro m thi s FD/IUCN-propose d study , som e recen t investigation s hav e 
been don e b y individua l scientist s o n th e socio-economi c implication s a t 
Sinharaja, includin g some by staff o f the University of Peradeniya. On e study 
discusses th e non-woo d product s an d othe r use s o f th e fores t b y nearb y 
villagers. Thes e product s includ e suga r syru p fro m kithu l (Carryota  urens), 
rattan (Calamus  spp) , cardamon (Eletteria  cardamomum),  resin s (from Shorea 
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spp), gemstones , medicines , an d food . Som e timbe r i s cu t an d remove d 
illegally an d so is fuelwood. String , rope and thatch are other products. Th e 
author o f thi s stud y advocate s a  syste m o f participator y managemen t fo r th e 
forest to ensure its conservation, starting with the buffer zone , and introducin g 
the concept o f "extractiv e reserve " management i n the core area of Sinharaja , 
to enable village people to use forest products from th e core areas (McDermot t 
et al., 1990) . Currently , however , eve n th e limited us e of th e fores t b y thes e 
villages degrade s th e fores t resourc e an d i t i s doubtfu l whethe r thi s kin d o f 
participatory managemen t coul d rectif y matters , an d i t coul d eve n mak e 
matters worse . 

Future directio n o f managemen t o f Sinharaj a 

The presen t situatio n a t Sinharaj a i s tha t i t i s wel l conserve d b y th e Fores t 
Department, although there is some degradation by unsustainable use of a  few 
products b y peopl e livin g i n periphera l villages . Whethe r conservatio n an d 
productive us e ar e compatibl e a t Sinharaj a an d wha t linkage s ar e neede d t o 
make them s o i n a  sustainable managemen t syste m ar e ye t t o be determined . 

It i s als o unlikel y tha t al l th e revenu e fro m thi s forest , includin g visito r fee s 
will g o a s input s int o villag e development , althoug h som e hand-picke d 
villagers could be trained and employed as forest/wildlife guide s or instructors 
to visitors . The y coul d als o b e take n a s salarie d staff , hire d fo r fores t 
protection. Th e number wh o woul d benefi t would , however , b e very small . 

7.7 Furthe r case-studies of conservation in action 

Conservation o f the Knuckle s Rang e 

The Knuckles Rang e of forest s i n the northern par t o f the Centra l provinc e i s 
a series of more or less parallel peaks giving the appearance of a  clenched fis t 
when viewe d from  afar . Thi s fores t ecosyste m i s markedl y influence d b y 
topography an d varyin g climati c conditions . It s high peak s ar e covered wit h 
unique natura l vegetatio n type s tha t hav e bee n conditione d b y stron g winds , 
in some places resulting in dwarfed forests , and its steep, rugged, misty terrain 
reaches height s o f 2,00 0 metres , making th e rang e on e o f th e mos t beautifu l 
parts of Sr i Lanka. It s unique forest ecosystem s and the threat to the forest b y 
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illegal felling s an d cultivation o f cardamo n led the Fores t Departmen t t o take 
it up as a  high priorit y conservatio n are a afte r Sinharaja . 

The Fores t Departmen t commence d conservatio n activitie s i n thi s fores t i n 
mid-1987, an d sough t technica l assistanc e fro m internationa l agencie s t o 
prepare a  Conservatio n Managemen t Plan . Th e initia l stag e o f thi s activit y 
was b y th e Fores t Department , whil e late r fundin g wa s provide d b y th e 
Norwegian Government and technical assistance contracted to the IUCN. Th e 
Forest Departmen t organise d socio-economi c surveys , habita t identification, 
mapping, ecological research and started a programme of awareness generation 
for nearb y communities . Here , th e communitie s d o no t liv e nea r th e fores t 
areas becaus e o f th e ver y rugge d topography , hig h col d wind s an d generall y 
difficult climati c conditions. I n fact, what remains of the forest i s the part that 
escaped th e coffe e an d te a planters . Th e communitie s Uv e in valleys aroun d 
the fores t range . It s shee r inaccessibilit y ha s bee n it s saviour . Th e 
Government decided in 198 8 that ail the forest abov e 3,500ft (1,06 7 m) would 
be absolutel y protected . Conservatio n activitie s ar e bein g continue d i n a 
follow-up phas e wit h th e sam e agencie s involved , an d a  Conservatio n 
Management Pla n ha s bee n prepare d afte r identifyin g wha t should  b e th e 
Knuckles Conservatio n Are a (IUCN , 1994b) . 

Cardamon cultivatio n unde r partia l canop y shad e ha s destroye d mos t o f th e 
forest's natura l regeneratio n i n quit e a  larg e area . Thi s i s becaus e th e 
undergrowth is cleared and the exposed forest soi l is scraped or worked befor e 
cardamon cultivation . Her e too, political wil l i s most importan t t o make thi s 
Conservation Managemen t Syste m a  success , bu t ther e ar e n o sign s o f i t a s 
yet. Th e people who cultivate cardamon only do so for some rich businessmen 
from th e cities and i t would not be difficult t o ensure conservation i f the right 
corrective approac h i s adopted . 

Alternative wor k fo r th e villager s suggeste d include s agroforestr y plot s o n 
long-term land-us e tenure  outsid e th e fores t o n othe r stat e land , mostl y 
scrubland lowe r dow n o r i n the valleys . Thus , the multitud e o f agroforestr y 
systems in Sri Lanka could be made use of as a magnet to entice people away 
from these unique forests. Agroforestr y should  supply more benefits and more 
income t o the people in the long term . 
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In a few critica l areas , people live nearer the forest. The y are extremely poo r 
and suffe r fro m malnutritio n an d iodin e deficiency.  A  recen t stud y 
recommends voluntar y re-locatio n o f som e of th e people wh o wil l onl y stan d 
to benefit b y the exercise (Kayirawasam, 1991) . A s long as people get a better 
income and better living facilities they will surely move out. Relocatio n fro m 
the Knuckle s rang e o f forest s woul d b e a n easie r propositio n tha n relocatio n 
from som e other forest area s because of the harsher climatic conditions in and 
around Knuckles . 

Knuckles i s a  hig h priorit y conservatio n area , an d i n n o wa y woul d an y 
forester or environmentalist recommend the exploitation of this forest for wood 
products o r fo r th e cultivatio n o f cardamon . Th e Fores t Departmen t i s 
zealously protectin g thi s fores t an d wher e cardamo n cultivator s ar e evicted , 
enrichment plantin g wit h locally-occurrin g plant s i s being undertaken . Loca l 
linkages wit h the surrounding te a estate management, th e Forest Department , 
the Department o f Wil d Life Conservatio n an d the Divisional Secretariat s ar e 
needed t o ensur e successfu l conservatio n management , wit h th e Fores t 
Department occupyin g th e centra l position . 

Conservation o f Kanneliya-Dediyagala-Nakiadeniy a forest s 

The Kanneliya-Dediyagala-Nakiadeniya (KDN ) complex of tropical evergree n 
humid natura l fores t ecosystems , 11,10 0 h a i n exten t i n th e south-wes t we t 
zone ha s bee n give n a  tota l conservatio n statu s fro m 198 9 b y th e Fores t 
Department. Thi s grou p o f forest s ha d bee n lease d ou t t o th e Plywood s 
Corporation fo r man y years , and eve n prior  t o tha t i t ha d bee n exploite d fo r 
timber b y th e Fores t Department , includin g th e suppl y o f timbe r durin g th e 
Second World War. A s a result, the forest structur e had been adversely altered 
and i n man y place s the fores t ha s been encroached . Loggin g wa s suspende d 
in 198 8 afte r pressur e wa s exerte d o n th e Corporatio n b y th e Fores t 
Department. I n 1990 , the Forest Department too k management contro l o f th e 
forest comple x agai n an d i t i s now bein g reste d an d subjecte d t o silvicultura l 
improvement. Alread y blanks are being covered up with natural regeneration , 
and encroachment s ar e being plante d u p (Singhakumara , 1994) . 

A Conservatio n Managemen t Pla n prepare d b y IUC N (199 4 c ) recommend s 
the utilisatio n o f th e timbe r potentia l afte r a  restin g period . Thi s wa s first 
recommended b y th e Fores t Department . I n fact , th e first  repor t o f th e NC R 
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is clear . I t states : "the  forest will  take  a  long  time to  recover  from past 
logging, even  with  strict protection". 

The Kanneliya Forest Reserve part in particular i s rich in Dipterocarps, in fac t 
richer i n thi s respec t tha n th e Sinharaj a Worl d Heritag e Site . I t i s als o 
considered a good candidate for recognition as another natural World Heritage 
Site on it s own merits . Th e Fores t Departmen t wa s at first  goin g i t alone on 
this projec t bu t som e bilatera l ai d i s forthcomin g fro m th e Ne w Zealan d 
Government fo r th e IUC N work . I t i s als o reporte d tha t th e IUC N i s als o 
investing a  smal l su m o f mone y o f it s ow n fo r sporadi c KD N fores t 
conservation activities . 

Conservation o f mangrov e forest s 

The mangrove s ar e a  specia l cas e i n vie w o f thei r rapi d destructio n t o nea r 
extinction. Th e total are a in the country, estimated i n 1986 , was only around 
10,000 h a (Nanayakkara , 1986a) . Satellit e imager y interpretatio n i n 199 2 
reveal a n exten t o f 6,87 7 ha , bu t i t coul d b e a  littl e mor e a s ther e ar e smal l 
scattered extent s not  clearl y seen . Conservatio n measure s hav e t o b e take n 
concurrently wit h th e progress o f the survey study . 

Conservation supportin g agricultur e 

Along wit h the conservation o f natura l forests , effort s ar e being mad e by th e 
Forest Department to demonstrate to village people and farmers that forests are 
supportive o f thei r activitie s t o increas e productivit y i n agricultur e an d othe r 
farming systems , that forests improv e dry weather supply of wate r to streams, 
and tha t natura l forest s ar e not merel y a  "land bank" to be cut wheneve r the y 
want t o expan d thei r activities . 

All thes e activitie s ar e important , bu t first  actio n i s necessary t o see : 

• tha t ther e i s no further fores t loss ; 
• tha t deplete d natura l fores t area s ar e enriched o r reafforested ; 
• whethe r productiv e us e of thes e fores t ecosystem s coul d be carried ou t i n 

a sustaine d manner . 
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It takes time, but i t is important fo r futur e environmenta l stabilit y fo r meetin g 
the needs of futur e generation s i n the country . 

7.8 Conclusion s 

Whilst sustainabl e productiv e us e o f non-critica l natura l fores t i s i n theor y a 
valid concept , in Sr i Lanka, as in most other developing countries , it is not yet 
realised. Th e country i s still in the process of establishing the correct linkage s 
with concerne d institution s an d decision-makers , t o sustai n conservatio n an d 
improve species diversity and timber stocking in its overlogged and encroached 
natural forest s afte r th e emergence o f the natural fores t conservatio n thrus t of 
the Fores t Departmen t i n 1989 . 

The examples quoted , th e Sinharaj a Worl d Heritag e Site , the Knuckles rang e 
of forests , th e KD N fores t complex , th e Mangroves , an d al l th e remainin g 
forests comin g unde r th e scrutin y o f th e NCR , for m th e lung s o f Sr i Lanka . 
Immediate action has to be taken to protect them. Experimentatio n on how to 
conserve an d protec t i s importan t an d require s discussion , bu t i t i s time -
consuming. By the time experimentation i s over, half the forests ma y be gone. 
Hence th e nee d fo r immediat e politica l will , legislatio n an d stat e actio n t o 
conserve thes e forest s fo r posterity . Th e IUC N als o has a  responsibilit y an d 
an obligatio n t o recommen d suc h actio n t o th e Government . Otherwis e th e 
forests woul d hav e disappeared , leavin g behin d onl y a  librar y ful l o f 
publications o f academi c interest . 
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