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Message from
Sponsor

It’s time for action…
As the full force of the global health pandemic continues
to impact us, it reminds us that we all need to do more
to protect nature and our natural world to maintain
equilibrium. While the whole world is falling apart, the
isolated jungles, rivers and diverse ecosystems are
unifying , deprived of human intervention. There is a role
for all of us, while people in decision-making positions
have to do more.
The choices policy makers grapple with in nature
management is the wise use and preservation of
nature. The wise use approach aims to accommodate
humanity’s continued use of nature as a resource for
farming, food, timber, mining, and other raw materials as
well as its use for recreation. The idea of wise use is to
utilise resources for our current best interests while also
considering the interests of the humans of the future.
For the preservationist, the goal is to protect pristine
nature and not to use it carefully or otherwise. From the
preservationist perspective, wild places should be allowed
to develop on their own with as little interference from
humans as possible. The naturalness of the non-human
world is what is valued. Sri Lanka must decide her
balance between these two options as a long-term policy.
All stakeholders must decide and earmark the areas we
are going to subject to the sustainable, wise use of nature
and what areas we are going to strictly preserve. This
must be done with a clear understanding of the value of
ecological systems and the value of species.
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Human history is about arguments. The state,
conservationists, scientists, and citizens must come
together to decide the conservation blueprint for Sri
Lanka and commit to a long-term strategy. The time to
act is now. It is time to bring together all stakeholders
to agree on policy and use all our energy and resources
to implement it. We have come to a point of no return,
ecological consciousness and ecological literacy is a
must in acting against the insurmountable challenges
of global warming. Global warming impacts will
have multiplier consequences than the global health
pandemic. We might not be able to reverse the impact
of past actions taken over decades and fix them in
a year or two. But a strong policy framework and a
public-private partnership with the largest stakeholder;
the government, is long overdue. We must leave aside
all our differences and ensure the formulation and
implementation of a strategic action plan that our future
generations can continue to implement and improve on.
At Nations Trust Bank we are pleased to be involved
with WNPS and support the conservation efforts of the
society over the last five years. Our stakeholders and
teams are privileged to continue to support the activities
of the Society and provide a full sponsorship for the
publication of Loris, Warana and Vaaranam magazines
and the Nations Trust WNPS monthly lecture series.
These combined activities create awareness and provide
a platform to bring likeminded people together and foster
constructive dialogue to enhance the eco consciousness
and ecological literacy of our citizens.
We feel now is the time for WNPS to take the next step to
formulate a national blueprint, co-create with state policy
makers and set in motion a strategic action plan. Let us
remember that when we strive to be good and effective in
our negotiations on behalf of nature, we should above all
strive to be good ancestors.
“You carry Mother Earth within you. She is not outside
of you. Mother Earth is not just your environment… So
breathe in and be aware of your body. Look deep into it
and realize you are the Earth and your consciousness is
also the consciousness of the Earth.” Thich Nhat Hanh.
Priyantha Talwatte
Director and Chief Executive Officer
Nations Trust Bank PLC.
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Editor’s
Note
Ecocide

Man, the most evolved of the species,
has been violating the rules of
cohabitation with its other species.
As Barbara Wood said ‘we have
forgotten how to be good guests, how
to walk lightly on the Earth as other
creatures do’.
Over the past months,
conservationists and concerned
citizens in Sri Lanka have been
raising the red flag about the
destruction of the environment which
manifested in a series of protest
marches all over the country.
Swathes of forest and other land
which are being cleared in the name
of development and crop cultivation
are putting ecosystems and local
communities at peril. The list is
seemingly endless with incidents
of land clearance coming to light
regularly.
Farmers and villagers in Walsapugala
in the Hambantota district have
been protesting for months in a bid
to gazette an elephant management
reserve to protect themselves and
elephants. Acres of land on the banks
of the Rambakan oya reserve in
the Ampara district, including land
inside the forest reserve, have been
denuded. It deprived the indigenous
community in the area of some of
the land they used to cultivate paddy.
The deforestation in the Dahiyagala
wildlife sanctuary in the Moneragala
district will have consequences for
both elephants and the livelihoods
of villagers. The Sinharaja forest
reserve, a UNESCO world heritage
site, has its fair share of issues. There
have been reports of a road being
built through it, deforestation inside
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the forest reserve as well as on its
periphery and of plans to build two
reservoirs.
Meanwhile, the International Union
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) in
its latest world heritage conservation
outlook released in December 2020,
gave Sinharaja an assessment of
‘significant concern’ which means
that the site’s conservation values are
threatened and/or are showing signs
of deterioration.
Most of the land and forests which
have been cleared are home to
elephants, who more often than
not is the keystone species in that
ecosystem. Ousted from their habitat,
elephants start entering nearby
villages and coming into conflict
with their inhabitants. Sri Lanka is
among the countries with the highest
number of elephant deaths from the
human elephant conflict.
To use a cliched phrase these are
but the tip of the iceberg. The
unprecedented levels of threat to the
environment has made ecocide, a
word which was quite rare in the Sri
Lankan lexicon, a buzzword these
days.
What is ecocide? An aggregate of
its numerous definitions can be
whittled down to identify ecocide
as the ‘destruction of the natural
environment by deliberate or
negligent human action’.
The American plant physiologist
and bioethicist Arthur Galston is
recognized as being instrumental
for raising awareness about ecocide
after studying the destruction
wrought by Agent Orange in the
Vietnam war. The American military
sprayed the herbicide to defoliate

dense vegetation to prevent the
Vietcong from taking cover in it and
the results of course are history.
Research has proven that Agent
Orange is carcinogenic and exposure
to it results in not only cancer but
also birth defects, heart disease
and a multitude of other afflictions
which can linger. Its impact on the
ecology is equally ruinous. Once
it’s devastating effects were proven,
Galston lobbied the US government to
stop the use of Agent Orange.
These days, there are moves that
are underway to make ecocide an
international crime by bringing
it under the jurisdiction of the
International Criminal Court (ICC). If
so, ecocide will become the ICC’s fifth
jurisdictional responsibility alongside
genocide, crimes against humanity,
war crimes and crimes of aggression.
Once ecocide becomes a crime in the
ICC, member states ratifying it will
have to make provision for ecocide
to be enacted through their domestic
legislation. About ten countries
including Vietnam already have
national laws for ecocide.
The group driving this move is Stop
Ecocide, an international NGO based
in the Netherlands, whose exclusive
objective is to make ecocide a global
crime.
Proponents of ecocide, dubbed the
new super crime, don’t anticipate a
cakewalk with their efforts to make it
a global crime. One hurdle they see
is getting political will because the
crime of ecocide will have an impact
on a country’s economic expansion.
Nevertheless, lobbyists are optimistic
that even though it may take time,
ecocide will eventually get into the
international and national statute
books.
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The endemic yellow-fronted barbet.
(Pic by Indika Jayatissa)
6

LORIS

VOL - 29 ISSUE 3

LORIS

VOL - 29 ISSUE 3

7

CONServation

The
12 million
tree Mahaweli
Project

By Jayantha Jayewardene

W

e regularly see and hear slogans like
Make Sri Lanka Green, Conserve Our
Environment, Grow More Trees etc. All
these refer to planting trees and looking
after them until maturity. Unfortunately, these slogans
have remained slogans and have not been translated into
the development of green areas. There are many reasons
for this.
One reason is the lack of a vision of what the country
should be in terms of a good and healthy environment
for our future generations. Another is a lack of
understanding among our leaders, politicians and senior
officers in government about this important activity.
They not only do not understand but seem to not want to
understand. They think that environment protection is a
job and not a civic duty that we owe to the society we live
in.

One reason is the lack of a vision
of what the country should be
in terms of a good and healthy
environment for our future
generations.
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With all the hype about going green, grow more trees etc surely one would think that some of this would have rubbed
off on our leaders and policy makers. No, it has not rubbed off on them, but only left them cold to these ideas. An
attempt by our current President to make Colombo a green city was successful, but nothing is happening now.
If one wants to see a commitment to protect and nurture the environment one has to roll back the years to the Gamini
Dissanayake era and the Accelerated Mahaweli Development Project which was implemented under his leadership in
many districts in the country. A part of this project saw the planting of 12 million trees, planted mainly in the project
areas and outside as well.
The Mahaweli tree planting program
One day in 1982 at a meeting of all the Mahaweli officials to review the progress of the Mahaweli program, Minister
Dissanayake announced he wanted a program developed to systematically plant as many trees as possible in all
the Mahaweli Project areas including Uda Walawe. He said he had spoken to Palitha Samarakoon, a planter, and that
Palitha had agreed to help with this venture. Those present at this meeting were all in favour of this project.
Gamini Dissanayake explained in detail what the proposed Project was about and how he wanted it implemented.
Fortunately, the Minister had some top civil servants like Ivan Samarawickrema, Nanda Abeywickrema, D.G.
Premchandra and Lalit Godamunne who set about formulating the proposed project. They were very capable men of
stature who saw the big picture and were also constantly thinking out of the box.

A division called the Forestry and Environment Unit was set up. Palitha Samarakoon was put in charge of this unit
which was initially located in Galnewa of System H of the Mahaweli program. Each of the other project areas had subunits located in Bakamuna (System G), Giranduukotte, (System C), Welikanda, (System B) Embilipitiya, (Uda Walawe),
Tambuttegama and Nochchiyagama (both System H). A forestry officer was put in charge of each unit with a team of
men to carry out the necessary labour work.
The Mahaweli management system
The management of each of the Mahaweli Project areas was headed by a resident project manager. He had deputy
resident project managers for agriculture water management, community development and marketing. They all had
the necessary support staff.
LORIS
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Each Project area was divided into blocks which consisted
of around 2,500 settler families. The block in turn was
divided into units of 250 families. A unit manager was
in charge of each unit and he had an agriculture officer
to assist him. All these agriculture officers were closely
associated with the tree planting program.

When we first went to the Project areas we found that
only trees indigenous to the dry zone were growing
there. There weren't many jak, breadfruit trees etc. It
was a typical dry zone climate. However, with time the
growth of foliage, trees and plants, increased. A rising of
the water table in the Project areas with canals bringing
water and new reservoirs, helped to change the climate.
With this the climate in the Mahaweli areas changed to
like that of the intermediate zone. Now jak, breadfruit
etc. abound in these areas. In fact, in the Kalankuttiya
block of System H, there is an area of about 25 acres
planted with mahogany and jak. Now the settlers in that
area harvest and utilize the jak fruits. Unfortunately, the
invasive mahogany trees seem to be choking out the jak
trees.

Initial stages of the program

Collecting seeds and other planting material for such
a large tree planting program was a very difficult task.
The seeds of many of the trees which grew in the jungle
had to be collected. These species produced their seeds
at different times of the year. Those living in the purana
(old) villages who have a lot of experience in the ways of
the jungle, helped us. We were led to trees which were
suitable to take seeds from. Some of these trees were
growing by themselves but in some places they were
growing in groves.

The first nursery was laid on the bund of the Kalawewa
reservoir. Later another nursery was set up on the banks
of the Balaluwewa, which was the reservoir adjacent
to Kalawewa. As the tree planting project progressed,
nurseries were set up in Tambuttegama, Girandurukotte
Dehiattakandiya, Welikanda, Aralaganwila, Bakumuna
and Suriyawewa. Each of the Mahaweli Project areas had
a main nursery and smaller nurseries, as needed, in the
block areas.

The villagers told us the times of the year the seeds
of these different species will be available. These are
people who had lived in these jungles long before the
Mahaweli Project started. Some of them also provided us
with seeds they collected. They were paid for the seeds.
All the labour employed for this tree planting program
were from the nearby villages. They automatically got a
training in nursery work and tree planting.
Initially, until the Mahaweli nurseries were functioning,
the plants were purchased from the Forest Department
nurseries. But these were limited in number. We also
engaged school children to collect seeds for us. The
children were paid for the seeds they brought. This
activity gave them a greater interest in the program.
The plants in the nurseries were looked after very
carefully to ensure only good plants were planted.
The nurseries gave only plants that had good growth
potential. The areas to be planted were prepared and good
sized holes were dug before the rains came. Sometimes
we had to water the area to be planted to soften the earth
so that the holes could be dug easily. Between 1982 to
1993 we planted over one million indigenous trees. The
plants were produced in four large nurseries.
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Careful plans, including logistics, were made for planting
as soon as the rains started. This was to enable the plant
to take full advantage of the rainy season.
We mobilized the assistance of school children to help in
the planting. However unlike in the other tree planting
programs, we did not have large groups of school
children. We had small groups of children whose planting
activity could be supervised by us effectively. Otherwise,
most plants that are put out die because the polythene
bag is not removed or the roots are damaged or the earth
which was in the polybag spilled outside the planting
hole. All these contributed to the failure of most largescale tree planting projects.
We also made sure that all the plants were watered after
the rains ceased. The watering of the plants was stopped
only when we felt that the plants could go through a dry
spell without water. Water bowsers were used to water
the plants.
Initially when seeds germinate and saplings grow in the
jungle, they need a certain amount of shade under which
to grow. With the jungle species we planted, we also
planted ipil ipil (Leucaena leucocephala) which was fast
growing and offered the necessary shade at the initial
stages to the forest species that we planted. The ipil ipil
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was removed or died when the forest species grew. Ipil
ipil also fixes nitrogen in the soil in which it grows.
A total of approximately 1,200 kilometers was planted.
Any patches of unutilized bare land were taken over
and planted with trees of the same species. However
sometimes two or three species were planted taking into
account the size of the vacant block of land.
When trees were planted by the roadside they were done
at 20 feet apart. If a second parallel row too was possible
along some roads, these were also planted 20 feet from
the first row. We kept the rows parallel to each other as
much as possible. When vacant patches of land were
planted, the planting distance was 15 feet by 15 feet. This
was to encourage a thick forest to grow.
You can never replant a forest to match the forest that
was cut down. We can only do a plantation of trees.
The World Bank gave the Sri Lankan government a loan
to implement the Mahaweli Project. The World Bank
Review Team, which came every six months to inspect
the progress of the project, continued to be impressed by
the steady progress made by the tree planting program
in the Mahaweli areas.
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The following species of trees were grown in the Mahaweli avenues:
Medicinal trees
1

Neem (Azadirachta indica). Sinhala: kohomba. Tamil: vembu.

2

Tamarind (Tamarindus indika). Sinhala: siyambala. Tamil: puli.

3

Indian beech (Pongamia pinnata). Sinhala: karanda. Tamil: punku.

4

Mee (Madhuca longifolia). Sinhala: mee. Tamil: iluppai.

5

Bulu (Terminalia bellirica). Sinhala: bulu. Tamil: thandri.

6

Aralu (Terminalia chebula). Sinhala: aralu. Tamil: kadukkai.

7

Nelli/Medicinal Nelli (Phyllanthus emblica). Sinhala: nelli.

8

Gammalu (Pterocarpus indicus). Sinhala: gammamalu. Tamil:venkai.

9

Indian privet (Vitex trifolia). Sinhala: nika. Tamil: mochhi.

Flowering trees
1

Pride of India (Lagerstromia speciose). Sinhala: murutha. Tamil:kadali.

2

Ehela (Cassia fistula). Sinhala: ehela. Tamil: kavani.

3

Flamboyant (Delonix regia). Sinhala: mal mara. Tamil: poo-vahai.

4 Tabebuia (Tabebuia rosea). Sinhala: robarosa.
5

Jacaranda (Jacaranda mimosifolia). Sinhala: jacaranda.

Trees for timber
1

Kumbuk (Terminalia arjuna). Sinhala: kumbuk. Tamil: marutu.

2

Indian elm (Holopetelea integrifolia). Sinhala: goda- karalla. Tamil: velaylii.

3

Maila (Bauhinia recemosa). Sinhala: maila. Tamil: atti.

4 Hora (Dipterocarpus zeylanicus). Sinhala: hora.
5

Rain tree (Albizia saman). Sinhala: pare-mara.

6

Ebony (Diospyros ebenum). Sinhala: kaluwara.

7

Halmilla (Trichadenia zeylanica). Sinhala: halmilla.

8 Wa (Breynia retusa). Sinhala: wa.
9

Fishing rod tree (Pterospermum suberifolium). Sinhala: welan. Tamil: taddaemarum.

Fruit trees
1

Madan (Syzegiam cumini). Sinhala: madang. Tamil: naval.

2

Jak (Artocarpus heteropylles). Sinhala: kos. Tamil: pila.

3

Mango (Mangifera indica). Sinhala: amba. Tamil: manga.

4 Ceylon oak (Schleichera oleosa). Sinhala: kon. Tamil: kula.
5

Jam tree (Muntingia calabura). Sinhala: jam.

6

Fishing rod tree (Pterospermum suberifolium). Sinhala: welan. Tamil: taddaemarum.

Bio corridors
Due to many land use practices like settlement, development urbanization and agriculture, the fragmentation of
natural forests into smaller patches of habitat occurred. These forest patches become isolated fragmented ‘islands.’
This process has a detrimental effect on the overall health of the forests. Linear land use including roads, power
lines, and even hiking trails, bisect the intact habitat and can affect wildlife distribution, movement and ecosystem
functioning. This fragmentation tends to allow invasive species to invade natural forests. Such invasions can have
devastating effects on the natural forests.
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An artist's impression of before and after a bio corridor is set up.
However, by connecting those isolated forest patches with bio corridors using the limited reservation areas available
along natural streams and roads within both urban & agriculture landscapes, including Mahaweli areas, those
forest patches can be biologically strengthened to overcome at least in part, the negative effects of isolation. In Sri
Lanka, the concept of a bio corridor was introduced in 1988 under the Mahaweli Project starting in System B. They
are similar to highways which connect main cities. In this case bio corridors were introduced as “bio highways”
connecting fragmented forest patches. At the same time those corridors were improved as cycle tracks especially for
local farmers to get to their fields.
This was started when initially farmers used bicycles to get to their fields. Later when the farmers prospered they
started using motorcycles for their travel.
Unfortunately, with the current road expansion programs, some of the trees have been removed from along the
roadside. Development is essential, but if we can at least keep the trees on one side of the road and broaden the road
on the other side, then we can protect some trees for a greener future.
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A cat chat worth attending

Critically endangered

Research

Unveiling the Living
Treasures of
Sri Lanka
A report on the new species discoveries
during the year 2020
By Devaka K. Weerakoon1, 2 & Amila P. Sumanapala1, 3

E

ven though Sri Lanka is a small island
its biodiversity is significantly important
both on a regional and global scale. Sri
Lanka and the Western Ghats of India
are listed as one of the 36 biodiversity
hotspots of the world1. However, only
a fraction of Sri Lanka’s biodiversity is
known to science today. For instance, higher plants and
vertebrates are the only groups that have been studied
in sufficient detail to date. Lower plants and invertebrates
remain largely unexplored except for a few selected
groups such as butterflies, dragonflies, land snails, and
algae. Even the vertebrates and for that matter higher
plants are not completely listed. During the last two
decades alone a large number of new species have been
described. One of the biggest drawbacks encountered
today in conserving the biodiversity of Sri Lanka is
the lack of knowledge about what we actually have.
During the last four decades an increasing number of
scientific discoveries have managed to gradually unveil
the biodiversity in Sri Lanka. Creating awareness about
these new discoveries is key to supporting ongoing
conservation efforts. Therefore this report is compiled to
create awareness among the conservation community
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about these new species which have been discovered
by many dedicated scientists, to inspire passionate
young scientists and to stimulate new research studies.
We also hope that this information will underscore the
urgent need to safeguard the ecological integrity of
ecosystems, their species, and the immeasurable value
of the ecological goods and services received from
biodiversity. The compilers also hope that this report will
help build greater appreciation among the general public,
decision makers and conservationists in general of the
importance of Sri Lanka’s biodiversity and the need for us
to protect and nurture it for future generations.
Methodology
This report was compiled using the information reported
in peer reviewed journals that were published in 2020
which described new species of plants and animals in
Sri Lanka. This report will also provide an update on
major taxonomic revisions as well as changes in the
distribution status of Sri Lankan species. At the end
of this report an updated set of statistics pertaining to
Sri Lanka’s biodiversity is presented. It was based on
updating data available up to December 2019 with the
new discoveries reported in 2020.
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Species new to Sri Lanka
During the year 2020, 36 new species were recorded in
Sri Lanka including 11 species of vertebrates, 24 species of
invertebrates and one species of orchid.
The vertebrates recorded include, two species of
fish Devario memorialis (Aranayake Devario from
Aranayake)2 (Figure 1) and Rasbora adisi (from
Kotagama)3; four species of snakes [Rhinophis mendisi
(Mendis’s shieldtail from Balangoda)4, Rhinophis
gunasekarai (Gunasekara’s shieldtail from Knuckles)5,
Dryocalamus chithrasekarai (Chithrasekara’s bridle
snake from Peak Wilderness)6 and Dendrelaphis
wickrorum (Wickramasinghe’s bronze-back from
Pundalu Oya)7]; three species of skinks [Lankascincus
merrill (Merrill’s Lanka-skink from Rakwana hills)8,
Lankascincus sameerai (Sameera’s Lanka-skink from
Morningside)9, Eutropis resetarii (Resetar’s Skink from
Agarapatana)10]; one species of lizard Ceratophora
ukuwelai (Ukuwela’s rough-horn lizard (Figure 2) from
Salgala)11; one species of gecko Cnemaspis manoae
(Mano’s day-gecko from Pilikuttuwa)12.

The invertebrates recorded include, one species
of jellyfish (Carybdea wayamba13); one species of
grasshopper (Cladonotus bhaskari from Sinharaja14);
one species of scorpion (Srilankametrus pococki
from Ritigala15); one species of mayfly (Indoganodes
tschertoprudi from Marathenna16); two species of
stalk-eyed flies (Teleopsis neglecta from Pundaluoya
and Teleopsis sorora from Udawattakale17); four
species of water mites [Piona srilankana, Neumania
edytae, Krendowskia (Krendowskiella) srilankana,
Mideopsis ewelinae18]; five species of beetles [(Clidicus
minilankanus from Salgala19), (Neoserica dharmapriyai
from Aranayake, Selaserica athukoralai and Maladera
galdaththana from the Knuckles Range, Maladera
cervicornis from Alic Land Estate, Kegalle20)];two
species of Pholcid spiders (Wanniyala badulla and
Wanniyala batatota21); seven new species of jumping
spiders (Habrocestum liptoni, Stenaelurillus ilesai
and Tamigalesus fabus22), (Synagelides hortonensis,
Synagelides lakmalii, Synagelides rosalindae and
Synagelides orlandoi) where the genus Synagelides was
recorded for the first time in Sri Lanka23.
A single species of orchid, Gastrodia gunatillekeorum
(Figure 4) was recorded from Sinharaja24.

Figure 1: Arnayake Devario (Pic by: Hiranya Sudasinghe).

Figure 2: Ukuwela’s rough-horn lizard. (Pic by: Sanjaya
Bandara).

LORIS

VOL - 29 ISSUE 3

Figure 4: Orchid species. Gastrodia gunatillekeorum. (Pic
by: Imaduwa Priyadarshana).
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Among the new species described invertebrates
outnumber vertebrates which is a healthy development
as local taxonomists place a greater emphasis on
describing vertebrates. This could be ascribed to lack
of expertise and lack of access to museums that play
an important role in taxonomic work as evidenced by
the description of the stalk-eyed fly Teleopsis neglecta
(Figure 3) based on a specimen that was presumably
collected over a century ago in 1890 and is housed in
the Natural History Museum in London. It highlights the
importance of properly curated collections for taxonomic
work. This species however, is commonly found in the
Sinharaja World Heritage Forest Reserve.
The distribution of the type localities of the newly
described species indicate that a majority of the
discoveries have been made from the wet zone,
especially from the montane zone of the country. Only a
couple of invertebrate discoveries have been made from
material collected from the dry zone and only one new
species has been described from the marine ecosystems
of the country (Figure 5) which once a gain shows lack
of attention to marine species compared to terrestrial
species.

6)27, 28], two species of ants (Liponera longitarsus29 and
Tetraponera modesta30), three species of elasmobranch
fish (Maculabatis arabica, Acroteriobatus variegatus, and
Centroscymnus owstonii25), three species of jellyfish13
and five species of aquatic mites18. The records of the
sleeper shark Centroscymnus owstonii, also represents
the first record of the family Somniosidae in Sri Lanka25.
The new species records of flora reported in 2020 include
one species of seagrass (Halophila major)31 and six
species of liverworts [Lejeunea sordida, Leptolejeunea
subdentata, Spruceanthus polymorphus, Frullania
udarii, Heteroscyphus turgidus and Fuscocephaloziopsis
lunulifolia32]. Further, the genus Fuscocephaloziopsis
is recorded for the first time in Sri Lanka. The addition
of these six new records increases the total number of
leafy liverwort species in Sri Lanka from 290 to 296 and
the number of genera from 62 to 63. A species of fungus
named Helvella crispa, was also reported from the
country for the first time in the year 202033.

In addition to these, several species assumed to be new
to science were also reported in 2020 including several
elasmobranch species25 and a Plover. Further taxonomic
work and upcoming publications will establish their
taxonomic position in the future.
Species recorded for the first time in Sri Lanka
During the year 2020, many new records for Sri Lanka
have been documented including five species of birds
[European honey buzzard Pernis apivorus26, red-backed
shrike Lanius collurio, black-browed reed-warbler
Acrocephalus bistrigiceps, red-naped ibis Pseudibis
papillosa, northern wheatear Oenanthe oenanthe (Figure

Figure 3: Stalk-eyed fly. (Pic by: Amila Sumanapala).
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Figure 5: Distribution of type localities of new species
discoveries made in 2020 from Sri Lanka. (Red:
vertebrates, yellow: invertebrates, blue: plants).
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Changes in distribution status
Several taxonomic studies conducted locally and
regionally have led to changes in the distribution status
of several species of Sri Lankan taxa. The work on vine
snakes of the genus Ahaetulla in India has indicated
that the two Sri Lankan representatives of the genus
(green vine snake A. nasuta and brown vine snake
A. pulverulenta) are endemic species to Sri Lanka34.
Further, Channa gachua (brown snakehead) which was
previously considered a native species to Sri Lanka, has
been declared an endemic species35. Also, Systomus
sarana is no longer considered an endemic species as it
is present in both Sri Lanka and India36. The Boulenger’s
bronzeback (Dendrelaphis bifrenalis), previously
considered to have been distributed in all climatic
zones of Sri Lanka, is now considered a species which is
restricted to the dry and intermediate zones7.
Major changes in nomenclature
The taxonomic work published in the year 2020 resolved
several long-standing taxonomic discrepancies in Sri
Lankan biodiversity. Several major taxonomic revisions
were reported for the ichthyofauna. Sudasinghe et al.
(2020) revised the taxonomy of Sri Lanka’s giant danios
(Devario) and concluded that D. annnatalie and D. udeni
are synonyms of D. micronema2. It was also established
that Systomus spilurus and S. timbiri, once considered
distinct endemic species, are synonyms of S. sarana and
only represent two clades of the latter36. The revision
of Sri Lankan Laubuka showed that L. ruhuna and L.
insularis previously considered distinct species, to be
synonyms of L. varuna and L. lankensis37. The Sri Lankan
snakehead previously identified as Channa gachua was
recognized as an endemic species, Channa kelaartii35.
Dawkinsia singhala, previously considered an endemic
species, has been declared a synonym of Dawkinsia
filementosa, which is also present in India38. The exotic
sailfin catfishes in the genus Pterygoplichthys, earlier

thought to represent two different species (P. pardalis and
P. disjunctus), have been declared a single reproducing
entity which can be recognized either as P. pardalis or an
aquarium hybrid between P. pardalis and P. disjunctivus39.
The recent taxonomic work on genus Dendrelaphis
established that the recently described species Sinharaja
bronzeback (Dendrelaphis sinharajensis) is a synonym of
Dendrelaphis effrenis7.
Invasive alien species recorded for the first time in Sri
Lanka
The list of ants in Sri Lanka was updated in 2020 during
which 18 non-native species of ants were identified even
though it has not been clearly established whether these
species are invasive in Sri Lanka. However, the authors
have stressed the need for close monitoring of these
species to establish whether they display invasiveness as
some of these species have been considered invasive in
other regions of the world29.
Updated biodiversity inventory for Sri Lanka
The most recent update on the biodiversity of Sri Lanka
was carried out during the preparation of the 6th National
Report of the Convention on Biological Diversity which
resulted in the compilation of the biodiversity profile40 of
Sri Lanka. This report provided an updated list of species
up to the end of December 2018. However, updating the
biodiversity inventory should be a continuous process
as evidenced by the discovery of 54 new species from
Sri Lanka in 201941, 42. This included 26 spiders, (14 cellar
spiders, seven jumping spiders, four crab spiders and a
tarantula), one scorpion species, five mites and ticks, 14
reptiles (13 day geckos belonging to genus Cnemaspis
and one species of snake), one species of shrub frog, one
species of orchid and six species of lichens. The table
below (Table 1) provides the updated statistics on selected
taxa of biodiversity of Sri Lanka up to December 2020
including the new discoveries that were reported in 2020.

Figure 6: Northern wheatear. (Pic by: Ruvinda de Mel).
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Table 1: Updated statistics on biodiversity of Sri Lanka up to December 2020
Taxa

6th NR

2019

2020

Species

Endemics

Species

Endemics

Species

Endemics

106

19

106

19

106

19

29

0

29

0

29

0

Birds

510

33

515

34

Reptiles*

220

135

234

149

243

158

Amphibians

119

106

120

107

120

107

Freshwater fish*

128

61

126

61

123

57

1384

0

1387

0

1387

0

Butterflies*

248

31

248

31

248

31

Odonata

130

58

130

58

130

58

Land snails*

253

205

253

205

253

205

Spiders

563

275

589

301

599

311

Scorpions*

19

14

20

15

21

16

Millipedes

103

82

103

82

103

82

51

50

51

50

51

50

369

0

369

0

369

0

72

18

72

18

72

18

Ants*

229

33

229

33

301**

68**

Bees

159

22

159

22

159

22

Thrips

103

0

103

0

103

0

51

41

52

42

Terrestrial mammals*
Marine mammals

Brackishwater and marine
fish

Freshwater crabs
Marine crabs
Termites*

Mayflies
Echinoids
Flowering plants

76

1

76

1

76

1

3116

901

3118

903

3120

904

Mosses
Pteridophytes and lycophytes
Leafy liverworts

*

575
390+

47

390+
290

575
47

390+

47

296

Includes exotic species as well

** Dias et al. 2020 reports 341 species and 82 endemics taking both species and subspecies into account. Current
table has only considered the number of species.
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In the other parts of the lewaya which are exposed to stronger onshore wind, the balls form rafts along the shore.
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The term ‘algal ball’ refers to
spherical aggregations of algae
(seaweeds). They usually lie on the
bottom of a water body but may
come up to the surface when made
buoyant with gases trapped within
the ball—the result of photosynthesis.
During a walk while staying in the
WNPS bungalow in Palatupana I
found algal balls in the brackish
water of the Palatupana lewaya
(lagoon) at Kotuwemodera near
Kirinda in October of 2001.
Examination of a collected specimen
suggested that the algal species
belonged to the genus Cladophora,
probably C. aegagropila from
Mandaitivu in Jaffna which had
been described by Durairatnam
& Ragunathamuthaliar in 1962
(drawing Fig. 1). The genus
Cladophora occurs in both fresh
and salt water. They attach on hard
substrates or are free-living with
many species present in Sri Lanka.
The Jaffna collections were possibly
attached, and not free-living balls.
Many years later I found references
to Marimo – the algal balls of Japan,
also termed ‘moss balls’ and ‘lake
balls’ that are now commercially
available as pets, for home aquaria
(see Marimo moss ball care).
Lake balls are so-called because they
are known to occur in freshwater
lakes in many countries. The best
known are those from Lake Akan,
in Japan, where they are considered
a national treasure. They are also
known to come from lakes in a
few northern European countries,
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and from North America. Historical
records show that natural occurrence
of this alga in ball form is declining
worldwide (Boedeker et al, 2010). The
alga that forms lake balls in these
freshwater lakes is Aegagropila
linnaei Kützing (= Cladophora
aegagropila (L.)Trevisan)—the same
species described from the sea
in Mandaitivu in 1962 under the
synonymised name and which
also occurs in the salty water of the
Palatupana lewaya (Fig. 2). Bryant
& Irvine, writing in the newsletter
of the Linnean Society of London in
2016 point out that other plants, like
the seagrass Posidonia (not present
in Sri Lanka) can also form plant
balls, as well as certain calcified red
algae that form spherical rhodoliths
on the ocean floor. These unattached,
free-living forms are found in both
shallow and deep water in Sri Lanka.
The seaweed A. linnaei is reported to
occur in many forms (Guiry & Guiry,
2021) and it is very likely that the
Palatupana algal balls are indeed
this species. But even otherwise,
the occurrence of algal balls in Sri
Lanka is noteworthy, and would be
a rare sight for visitors to the WNPS
bungalow.
A large extent of the Palatupana
maha lewaya has been converted
into salterns. The Society bungalow
is situated to the east of a part of the
remaining lewaya—coloured sky blue
in the map. Years ago, the lewaya
opened to the sea, but now the
outlet is closed by a sand dune and
the water for the salterns is being
pumped in.

The lewaya view from the western
bank where the algal balls were
located.
(Left) Looking north. (Right) Looking
south to the sand dune across the
outlet.

Galaxaura sp. forming free-living
balls on the sea floor in Kattankudy.
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Algal balls form a single layer on the sandy bottom of the lewaya. They are dark green in colour. Trapped gases make
the balls bob to the surface and drift to the bank under the influence of wind and surface ripples, where they take on a
yellowish colour (bottom left).
This water body is now much less in extent than it was in 2001 due to an increase in the number of salterns.
Nevertheless, in early April 2021 I was able to find algal balls on the western shore of this water body which is
approachable by car. The map shows a much larger water body to the west of the salterns which I have not explored.
We have something unique in the country that deserves further study. This find needs further research to confirm
the identity of the species. Aegagropila linnaei is considered an endangered species in many countries ranging from
Iceland and the United Kingdom to Russia and Japan where a population decline has been recorded, and extinctions
have been seen in others (Tsutsui et al, 2015). The Sri Lanka plant described here may even be another species of
Cladophora, a large genus with 197 taxonomically accepted species listed in AlgaeBase (Guiry & Guiry, 2021). Tsutsui
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et al, 2015 report the first occurrence of Cladophora
socialis Kützing forming floating balls in a “salt field
reservoir in Central Thailand.” This species was reported
from Sri Lanka for the first time in 2009 by Coppejans
et al, 2009 growing epiphytically on a red alga in an
intertidal rock pool. They point to its similarity with C.
coelothrix Kützing which “is more frequent along the Sri
Lanka shores”. The identification of Cladophora species
by morphological characters alone is difficult.
What other ball forming algae do we have in Sri Lanka?
Reports suggest that at least 18 green, 11 brown and
25 red algae form similar aggregations. Besides the
rhodoliths formed by calcified red algae, another red
algal species forming balls has been encountered in Sri
Lanka by the author.
Acknowledgements: Mahina Bongso and Mahesh
Wanigasooriya are thanked for helping in the search for
the Palatupana algal balls.
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The endemic brown-capped babbler. Pic by Vimukthi Gunasekara
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Sri Lanka, a tropical island in the
Indian Ocean (5°55’ -9° 51’N and
79°41’- 81°54’E) has a rich and diverse
assemblage of avifauna. The distribution
and habitat preference of this avifauna
are primarily driven by the vegetation and
geoclimatic patterns such as precipitation,
temperature variability, altitude, and
hydrology. Sri Lanka is divided into seven
avifaunal zones (6th National Report on
Biodiversity 2020); hence, the distribution
of species is not random as it is exposed
to temporal and spatial environmental
gradients (Rahbek 1997, Naniwadekar
& Vasudevan 2006). Such biological
and physical processes form species
segregations and the fluctuations in
species segregation may be due to local
movements within and among habitats
at the same elevation or among different
elevations (Rahbek 1997, Loiselle & Blake
1991, Karr & Freemark 1983).
The specification of energy uptake from
the environment and utilization of this
energy by an organism is known as an
energy budget (Kooijman 2010). The
energy budget of a bird can be interpreted
in terms of vocal behaviour; which is called
the acoustic budget. In this study we
observed the temporal and spatial effects
on bird vocalization using their acoustic
budgets to understand the variation of
habitat occupation in a sub montane
forest.
Barbets are non-passerines, hence they
carry a simple ‘voice box’ (Kroodsma and
Miller 1996). Sri Lanka has four species
of barbets that belong to the family
Megalaimidae; the brown-headed barbet
(Megalaima zeylanicus), the yellowfronted barbet (Megalaima flavifrons),
the coppersmith barbet (Megalaima
haemacephala) and the Ceylon small
barbet (Megalaima rubricapilla). Among
them, the yellow-fronted barbet and the
Ceylon small barbet are endemic to Sri
Lanka (Rasmussen and Anderton 2012).
Barbets sing continuously for long periods
of time and sometimes show counter
singing involving several individuals with
the effect of a chorus (Short and Horne,
2001).
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Babblers on the other hand are passerines.
Being ‘song birds’ they carry a complex
syrinx, which is capable of some of the
most complex acoustic displays in the
natural world (Kroodsma and Miller 1996).
Sri Lanka has seven species of babblers
(Rasmussen and Anderton 2012). They
belong to three families; Leiothrichidae,
Timaliidae and Pellorneidae. Out of this
seven species, four are endemic; the Sri
Lanka scimitar-babbler (Pomatorhinus
melanurus), the Sri Lanka brown-capped
babbler (Pellorneum fuscocapillus), the Sri
Lanka rufus babbler (Turdoides rufescens)
and the ashy-headed bbbler (Garrulax
cinereifrons) (Cai et al., 2019). They all
have very characteristic and complex
vocalizations.
The objective of our study was to determine
the temporal and spatial effects on bird
vocalization in a sub-montane wet zone
forest using their acoustic budgets. We
conducted an intense ornithological survey
focusing on barbets and babblers as target
groups, to study the acoustic budget along
a 600 – 1400 m steep elevational gradient
in the Belihuloya area.
METHOD
Study Area
The Issengard Biosphere Reserve
(06.712685N: 80.756364E) is located
in Imbulpe, Belihuloya, in the Ratnapura
district of the Sabaragamuwa province
of Sri Lanka. It is a privately owned
conservation forest, located in the
catchment of the Samanalawewa reservoir.
This 16-acre forest is a disturbed, submontane forest. The steep elevational
gradient spans from 600 m a.s.l. in the
village (Manthalawe hean-yaya) by the
‘Manthalawe Ara’ to 1400 m at the summit
of Haagala peak. The lower elevation has
vegetation features of wet-dry mix forest
and the higher elevation has wet humid
forest features. There are patches of dry
pathana grasslands along the steep slopes
and on the peak.

Weather and climate
Little temperature variation is reported
throughout the year with May, June and
July being the warmest months. The lowest
significant precipitation is in June, July and
August whereas the highest precipitation
is in October and November. The average
total rainfall per month for the Ratnapura
district is 412.2 mm (Belihuloya, Monthly
Weather - AccuWeather).
Data collection
The field study was carried out from 10th 12th September 2020. While walking along
a trail at the study site, line transects were
done and at 200 m intervals, circular plot
counts for a 50 m radius were conducted
for two minutes. Field recordings were
collected using Marantz solid-state
PDM661 recorder (sampling rates 48.1
kHz), with Sennheiser MKH 20 microphones
and a Telinga parabolic reflector or with
a Sennheiser ME67 shotgun microphone.
The recording gear was used to record
any specific bird call heard during the
line-transects and circular plot counts.
All recordings were narrated at the same
time including species name, background
species, time, date, location, environmental
conditions and recorder’s name. In
each circular plot, GPS coordinates and
elevation were recorded using a GARMIN
GPSMAP 64s handheld GPS receiver. Direct
observations and bird calls were used to
prepare the bird checklist, their relative
abundance, acoustic budget, density and
elevational segregation in the study site.
Background sounds were recorded to
measure the human intervention around
the study area. Other observations of
interest were also recorded.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Barbets have simple vocalizations with
higher volume, whereas babblers being
passerines produce complex vocalizations
(Fig 5). According to the observations
the barbets were the most vocally active
group at this site. They could be heard
throughout the day starting from 0600h to
1800h whereas the brown-capped babbler
call was heard from 0734h at dawn until
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Fig. 1. a). Insert: map of Sri Lanka indicating the study area (red) in Belihuloya in the Ratnapura district. b). Map of the
study area. In yellow, is the surveyed area.
1758h at dusk. Among the barbets, the yellow-fronted barbet was the most vocally active species along with brown-headed barbet. The
crimson-fronted barbet and coppersmith barbet calls were less abundant and were observed in the morning hours at 0930h and later in
the day at 1632h.
Babbler calls were infrequent and heard only in the morning 0830h, 1015h and 0518hs (Fig 3). The brown-capped babbler was the only
species where repeated measurements of recordings were available due to the infrequent nature of babbler calls.
The call of the endemic Sri Lanka spurfowl was heard at the site throughout the morning and afternoon hours at the elevations of 740
- 908 m. Its loud and distinctive call, which consists of a rising, piping “ki-ki-ki-ki-ki-chikew” is often the only indication of its presence,
(Fig 7).
All living organisms have an energy budget to maintain. Among these, birds being airborne, require energy at high rates. (Gavrilov, 1999).
Furthermore in birds, a considerable amount of energy is spent for vocalization (Kroodsma and Miller 1996) and therefore vocal displays
can be used to interpret the impact on energy budgets (Vehrencamp et al. 1989). Here we examined the yellow-fronted barbet as a focal
species of non-passerines and the data suggests that the species was vocal throughout the day with the mean of 36 calls per minute
with a slight variation (Fig. 6).
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Fig.2. Variation of species diversity with time. Temporal
data was taken from the point counts as well as
anecdotal observations. The temporal data was classified
according to the ambient light intensity. Both morning
and evening data were overlapped, assuming that the
rate of climbing and the rate of descending the mountain
were the same.

Fig. 3. The species diversity with the time of day (light
intensity) was combined with the points of elevation
observed at several time points of the ascent. The graph
depicts all three relationships of change of species
diversity with time, change of elevation with time and
also the change of species diversity with the change of
elevation.

Fig. 4. Variation of species diversity along the elevation.
The species diversity was obtained by class division
according to 50 m elevational change.

Fig.5. Sonograms (frequency (Hz) variation in time (s) of
the calls of yellow fronted barbet (top), and brown-capped
babbler (bottom).

Fig.6. Energy budget of the yellow-fronted barbet. The
graph depicts the calls per minute against the time (h).
The endemic chestnut-backed owlet.
(Pic byVimukthi Gunasekara)
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The energetic cost of singing in the focal passerine bird, the brown-capped babbler, shows that singing in passerines is a costly activity
that accounts for 9.4 to 24.7% of the total energy budget (Eberhardt, 1994). Therefore, when compared to non-passerines like barbets,
which produce simple vocalizations, passerines such as babblers require more energy. The observations suggest that the calls of the

Fig. 7. Spectrogram of the conspicuous call of the Sri Lanka spurfowl.
brown-capped babbler were restricted for
certain times of the day where the cost of
vocalization might be minimum (Fig. 2).
When considering the vocal diversity
against the time of day, the graph
(Fig 2) shows the species diversity is
comparatively high at low light intensities
and during cooler hours of the day. Most
birds are active at dawn and dusk. During
dawn and dusk the physical exhaustion
is low due to cooler weather and low
light. Furthermore, food sources such as
earthworms and insects are more active
during that period (Gavrilov 1999).
The species diversity along the elevation
(Fig 4) shows that the diversity of birds
reduces with the increasing elevation. In
low elevations, due to the comparatively
high productivity due to irrigated
agricultural lands, less predator pressure
and mild environmental temperature,
the species diversity could be high. With
the increase of elevation, the tree cover
reduces resulting in heavy wind and high
predator threat (from species such as the
crested hawk-eagle and black eagle) so
some territorial birds and birds that occupy
the canopy in the forest would be low in
number (Fig 3). Passerine birds have a
preference to occupy a highly dense tree
cover because of predators. Therefore,
they generally select moderate elevations
with minimum temperature fluctuations.
When comparing the species diversity and
elevation, the time of day will also affect
the results (Fig 2).
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Effect of anthropogenic activities
During the study it was observed that some boundaries of the surrounding state-owned
forest reserve were cleared and burnt. Vegetation is being transformed into crop fields –
mostly for mix vegetable plots. The noise of chainsaws and five gunshots at night (1910,
2043, 2304, 0018 and 0450 hr) were heard during our stay. We also noticed a trap gun
(maru well) in the village.
Clearing of the forest for cultivation, logging and hunting are the major disruptive
anthropogenic activities that were observed at the study site. These are also the most
common disruptive human activities that can be seen in Sri Lankan forests. These
activities lead to a loss of biodiversity either indirectly due to habitat loss or directly due to
hunting. Our study area consisted of private (IBR and the village) and state-owned forests

Endemic Sri Lankan Spurfowl. (Pic by Dinith Pathirage)
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(Fig 1). Since most of these smaller patches of forests that include the so called ‘other state forests’ and privately owned patches
of forests are misconceived as being of lower importance compared to the major forests, the amount of anthropogenic interference
is higher and often goes unnoticed. Although these patches of forests are smaller in size, they add up to a sizable percentage of the
overall forest cover of Sri Lanka and also house a considerable amount of fauna and flora (6th National Report on Biodiversity 2020).
Conservation of biodiversity in these smaller state-owned and other private forests will play a major part in protecting Sri Lanka’s
biodiversity.
Table 1 – The checklist of birds seen at the site
Common name

Scientific name

Common name

Scientific name

1. Black eagle

Ictinaetus malaiensis

28. Oriental magpie robin

Copsychus saularis

2. Crested serpent-eagle

Spilornis cheela

29. Spot-winged thrush

Zoothera spiloptera

3. Changeable hawk-eagle

Nisaetus cirrhatus

30. Brown-capped babbler

Pellorneum fuscocapillum

4. Oriental honey-buzzard

Pernis ptilorhyncus

31. Dark-fronted babbler

Rhopocichla atriceps

5. Shikra

Accipiter badius

32. Sri Lanka scimitar babbler

Pomatorhinus melanurus

6. Sri Lanka spurfowl

Galloperdix bicalcarata

33. Zitting cisticola

Cisticola juncidis

7. Sri Lanka junglefowl

Gallus lafayetii

34. Common tailorbird

Orthotomus sutorius

8. Indian peafowl

Pavo cristatus

35. Tickell's blue flycatcher

Cyornis tickelliae

9. Western spotted dove

Spilopelia suratensis

36. Brown breasted flycatcher

Muscicapa muttui

10. Common emerald dove

Chalcophaps indica

37. Asian brown flycatcher

Muscicapa daurica

11. Chestnut-backed owlet

Glaucidium castanonotum

38. Black-naped monarch

Hypothymis azurea

12. Spot-bellied eagle owl

Bubo nipalensis

39. Pale-billed flowerpecker

Dicaeum erythrorhynchos

13. Sri Lanka grey hornbill

Ocyceros gingalensis

40. Scaly-breasted munia

Dicaeum erythrorhynchos

14. White-throated kingfisher

Halcyon smyrnensis

41. White-bellied drongo

Dicrurus caerulescens

15. Brown-headed barbet

Megalaima zeylanica

42. Sri Lanka drongo

Dicrurus lophorinus

16. Coppersmith barbet

Megalaima haemacephala

43. Sri Lanka hill-myna

Gracula religiosa

17. Yellow-fronted barbet

Megalaima flavifrons

44. Common myna

Acridotheres tristis

18. Ceylon small barbet

Megalaima rubricapilla

45. Velvet-fronted nuthatch

Sitta frontalis

19. Crimson-backed flameback

Chrysocolaptes lucidus

46. Sri Lanka hanging parrot

Loriculus beryllinus

20. Indian swiftlet

Collocalia unicolor

47. Rose-ringed parakeet

Psittacula krameri

21. Crested treeswift

Hemiprocne coronata

48. Blue-tailed bee-eater

Merops philippinus

22. Red-rumped swallow

Hirundo daurica

49. Indian pitta

Pitta brachyura

23. Barn swallow

Hirundo rustica

50. Green leaf warbler

Phylloscopus nitidus

24. Black-capped bulbul

Pycnonotus melanicterus

51. Large-billed leaf warbler

Phylloscopus magnirostris

25. Square-tailed bulbul

Hypsipetes leucocephalus

52. Common iora

Aegithina tiphia

26. Red-vented bulbul

Pycnonotus cafer

53. Black-hooded oriole

Aegithina tiphia

27. Yellow-browed bulbul

Iole indica

54. Orange minivet

Pericrocotus flammeus
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Clearing and burning of state-owned forest was taking place during the field survey (10th - 12th of September 2020)
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Diyawanna lake

Research

Phytoplankton
diversity in the

Diyawannawa wetland
By D.B.M. Nanayakkara and W.M.D.N. Wijeyaratne

P

hytoplankton
play a significant
role as primary
producers in marine
and freshwater
food webs and
contribute to nearly
half the global primary production
(Boyce et al., 2010). In addition, they
are important components in the
ocean’s ultra-long-term carbon cycle
since they have the ability to lock
CO2 which is dissolved in water.
When they die, this CO2 trapped
material sinks as organic matter
to the bottom of the ocean and is
prevented from being released back
into the atmosphere (Nellemann
and Corcoran, 2009). Phytoplankton
are very sensitive to environmental
changes. There are many factors
that affect their growth such as the
temperature of the water column,
light and availability of nutrients.
In addition to the major factors,
phytoplankton can be lost in lentic
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waters through their suspension due
to mortality caused by resources
or other physiological limitations,
by infected diseases, by grazing, or
when they are attacked by parasites
such as bacteria, virus or fungi (Silva,
2007).
According to the Water Framework
Directive (WFD), European Union
2000, phytoplankton posses
several characteristics which
make them favorable for use as a
biological assemblage to evaluate
ecological status of water bodies.
In comparison to other aquatic
species, phytoplankton are more
sensitive to the combined effects
of environmental stressors and
can show early responses to
various environmental influences
(Vinebrooke, et al., 2004). These
environmental influences can
be either natural variabilities or
anthropogenic influences (Cabecinha
et al., 2009).

Among all the water bodies that
exist on Earth, receiving water bodies
such as lakes and rivers are the
most essential resources available
for human existence and settlement.
Therefore, the quality of water in
receiving water bodies is important.
However, rapid population growth
and an increase in urban activities
significantly influence the water
quality of receiving water bodies
(Goonetilleke et al., 2005). This is
mainly due to the deterioration of
water quality because of the higher
pollutant loads in surface water.
Water pollution occurs when
pollutants are directly or indirectly
discharged into water bodies without
adequate treatment to remove
harmful compounds. Sources of
surface water pollution are generally
grouped into two categories based
on their origin as point source
pollution and non-point source
pollution. Water quality can be
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described by the physical, chemical,
and biological status of water. Water
quality parameters provide important
information about the health of a
water body. These parameters are
used to determine whether the
quality of water is good enough
for drinking, bathing, recreation,
irrigation, and aquatic life.
The present study was conducted in
the Diyawannawa wetland system.
The Colombo metropolitan city
was declared a Ramsar wetland
city according to the International

Ramsar Convention 2018. Among
the eighteen wetland systems
located in the Colombo wetland city,
the Diyawannawa wetland is a very
important ecosystem in terms of
social, environment and economic
aspects. In this study phytoplankton
diversity in relation to water quality
in different sites in the Diyawannawa
wetland system was analyzed.
According to the result, there was
no significant spatial variation of
water temperature and pH levels
among study sites. However, total

phosphorous, dissolved phosphorous,
chlorophyll- a concentration,
conductivity and salinity were
significantly high in sampling sites
located near the input streams
flowing through the human
settlements, compared to those near
the pristine ecological areas. Nitrate
concentration was significantly high
in areas receiving runoff from the
surrounding paddy fields.

Seven sampling sites
were selected covering
main input streams to
the lake. In each site
water temperature,
pH levels, Dissolved
Oxygen (DO),
conductivity, salinity,
Total Dissolved
Solids (TDS), total
dissolved phosphate,
total phosphate,
nitrate concentration,
chlorophyll-a
concentration and
Biochemical Oxygen
Demand (BOD)
were measured
and phytoplankton
samples were
identified using
the relevant keys
(Abeywickrama and
Abeywickrama, 1979)
to the lowest possible
taxonomic level.
Figure 02 – Locations of selected sites in Diyawanna lake
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Recommended water quality and phytoplankton management programs are conducted as awareness programs
for people and businessmen in the area. Continuous water quality monitoring is very important as are rules and
regulations to control point and non-point sources.

Figure 03 – Illustration of spatial variation on selected water quality parameters
From this study, 50 phytoplankton species were identified and categorized into five different classes. They are
Cyanophyceae, Chlorophyceae, Zygnematophycae, Euglenophyceae and Bacillorphyceae. According to the results
the most abundant species was Spirulina sp. and the subdominant species was Melosira sp. The abundance of these
abundant phytoplankton species correlated with the eutrophication indicating water quality parameters.
Table 1 – List of identified phytoplankton species
Class Chlorophycea

Class Cyanophycea

Class
Bacilliriophycea

Class
Zygnematophycea

Class
Euglenophycea

Ankistrodesmus sp.

Anabaena sp.

Cymbella sp.

Arthrodesmus
subulatus

Euglena sp

Chlamydomonas sp.

Chroococcus
limneticus

Cyclotella sp.

Closterium sp.

Phacus sp

Coelastrum
microporum

Chroococcus
turgidus

Fragilaria sp.

Closterium
kuetzingii

Trachelomonas
sp.

Crucigenia sp.

Coelasphaerium sp.

Melosira sp

Closterium
ehrenbergii

Kirchneriella sp.

Gloeocapsa sp

Navicula sp

Cosmarium sp.

Oocystis sp.

Merismopedia
glauca

Synedra sp.

Staurodesmus sp.

Pediastrum
biradiatum

Merismopedia sp.

Penium sp.

Pediastrum
boryanum

Microcystis
aeruginosa

Pleurotaenium sp.

Pediastrum
clathratum

Microcystis incerta

Micrasterias sp.

Pediastrum duplex

Oscillatoria sp

Onychonema
filiforme

Pediastrum simplex

Rivularia sp.

Pediastrum tetras

Spirulina sp
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Class Chlorophycea

Class Cyanophycea

Scenedesmus sp.

Nostoc sp.

Class
Bacilliriophycea

Class
Zygnematophycea

Class
Euglenophycea

Selenastrum
bibraianum
Tetrastrum sp.
Tetraerdron sp.
Tetrallantos
lagerheimii
Volvox sp.

The present study reveals that the areas with human settlements are prone to eutrophication. The results of the
study also indicate that there is a possibility to use dominant phytoplankton species as indicators of eutrophication in
the Diyawannawa wetland. However further research covering both monsoon and inter-monsoon periods are needed
to confirm the findings.
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Seagrasses:

The engineers of
underwater ecosystems

text and pic By Susantha Udagedara, Blue Resources Trust

Seagrasses are submerged flowering plants (like terrestrial plants)
which are found mostly along coastlines from the tropics to the
Arctic circle, covering an estimated global area of 300,000-600,000
km2. They are found in 159 countries in six continents, making them
one of the most widespread coastal habitats on Earth. More than one
billion people live within 100 km of a seagrass meadow. Seagrasses
are an often overlooked but vital part of the seascape and are
described as the “ecosystem engineers” of the sea.
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(By Susantha Udagedara_ Cymodocea serrulata in off Vakarai

ENDANGEREd | engineers of underwater ecosystems

Halophila beccarii in the Valaichchenai lagoon are critically
endangered nationally .

Flower of enhalus acoroides in the Puttalam
lagoon

These species have evolved from a single lineage of monocotyledonous
flowering plants between 70-100 million years ago, with leaves, stems,
rhizomes (horizontal underground runners) and roots. They have developed
unique ecological, physiological, and morphological adaptations to a
completely submerged existence, including internal gas transport, epidermal
chloroplasts, submarine pollination and marine dispersal. Several biophysical
parameters including temperature, salinity, hydrodynamics, depth, substrate
and the availability of light determine whether seagrass can grow and
reproduce.
Seagrasses are currently divided into six families: Zosteraceae,
Hydrocharitaceae, Posidoniaceae, Cymodoceaceae, Ruppiaceae and
Zannichelliaceae. These six families contain twelve genera and 72 species
worldwide. The extinction risk assessment of the world’s seagrass species
reveal that three species are Endangered, seven are Vulnerable, five are Near
Threatened, forty-eight are categorized as of Least Concern and nine species
are Data Deficient.
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The extinction risk
assessment of the world’s
seagrass species reveal
that three species are
Endangered, seven are
Vulnerable, five are
Near Threatened, fortyeight are categorized as
of Least Concern and
nine species are Data
Deficient.
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Seagrasses are ecologically and
economically important due to the
services and functions they perform.
Research has estimated that the
value of ecosystem services of
seagrasses annually is USD 34,000
per hectare. They play a significant
role in providing a plethora of highly
valuable ecosystem services that
greatly contribute to the health of
the world’s ecosystems, human wellbeing and the security of coastal
communities. They also provide
extensive spawning grounds and
habitats for animals, including many
endangered species. They are a
substrate for epiphytic organisms to
settle on and are a food source for
grazing animals such as sea urchins,
dugongs, manatees, turtles and
some herbivorous fishes. Seagrass
meadows are of fundamental
importance to the world’s fisheries
production, providing valuable
nursery habitats to over one-fifth
of the 25 largest fisheries of the
world. Moreover, seagrasses have
reduced the abundance of potentially
disease-causing bacterial pathogens
on coral reefs by up to 50%. In
addition, they play an important
role in nutrient recycling, sediment
stabilization and reduction of wave
impact. Their root and rhizome
systems trap and stabilize sediments
and their roots enable them to exploit
the generally high nutrient levels,
often unavailable to other primary
producers in the ecosystem, which
are found within these sediments.
Moreover, excess organic carbon
that is produced is buried within
seagrass sediments which are a
“sink” for carbon sequestration with
annual carbon storage of 19.9Pg
(Petagram=1015g) of organic carbon
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and an estimated global carbon storage of 27.4 Tg year (Tg = Teragram = 1012
g). For these reasons, seagrasses are known as one of the most productive
marine ecosystems in the world.

S

eagrass exploration in Sri Lanka dates back 436 years. Fifteen
true seagrass species belonging to seven genera have been
identified throughout Sri Lanka. There are no species endemic
to Sri Lanka as propagules (entities for vegetative reproduction)
are distributed widely by ocean currents throughout the region. The
species are distributed in shallow marine and estuarine waters especially
in the Gulf of Mannar, lagoons including Jaffna, Puttalam, Chilaw,
Batticaloa, Mawella, Koggala, Rekawa, Valachchenai, Mullaitivu and
Negombo, and bays including Weligama and Trincomalee, as well as
some shallow coastal areas with reduced waves and currents. Extensive
seagrass meadows have been recorded off the northwest coast of Sri
Lanka extending from Dutch Bay in Kalpitiya to the western end of the
Jaffna peninsula, and from Mannar northwest across the Palk Bay to
Rameswaram Island on the Indian coast. The Coast Conservation and
Coastal Resources Management Plan (2018) records that the extent
of seagrasses in Sri Lanka was about 37,137ha. Data on the recent
distribution of seagrasses along the northwest, northern, northeast to
southeast coast is poor due to a three-decade civil conflict that interfered
with surveys. Unfortunately, a number of anthropogenic activities
impact seagrasses negatively. Pollution, oil spills, unplanned coastal
developments, boat anchoring and propeller damage, destructive fishing
practices such as push nets, algal blooms, emergence of macro algal
stands and global climate change are key threats. In addition to these,
large scale commercial trawling has a heavy impact on seagrasses
in the Gulf of Mannar and Palk Bay area. Implementation of the
recommendations made under United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP) 2020 are needed to conserve seagrasses in Sri Lanka.

Seagrasses are subject to many threats. The areas covered by meadows
have declined rapidly in the last two decades with many resultant
environmental impacts. Threats with the highest impact on seagrasses
include agricultural and industrial run-off, coastal development and climate
change. Unregulated fishing activities, anchoring of boats, trampling by
humans and dredging to create boat channels also pose major threats.
Unfortunately, only 26 per cent of recorded seagrass meadows fall within
marine protected areas (MPAs) compared with 40 per cent of coral reefs and
43 per cent of mangroves. Research has shown an estimated loss of 110 km2
a year since 1980, and a loss of 29% of the seagrasses that were believed to
have existed at the beginning of the twentieth century. This is equivalent to a
football field of seagrass lost every 30 minutes. It is clear that seagrasses are
still the ‘ugly duckling’ of the conservation world.
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Halophila ovalis in Batticaloa lagoon.
There is an urgent need to conserve seagrasses. The
UNEP 2020 has made the following recommendations to
conserve seagrasses for the future:
1.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.

7.

8.

9.

10.
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Support the development of a policy expert group for
seagrasses.
Develop a comprehensive global map of seagrass
distribution and health.
Invest in further understanding and quantifying the
value of seagrass ecosystem goods and services.
Raise awareness and communicate the economic
and social importance of seagrasses as well as the
consequences of their loss.
Develop national action plans for seagrass
ecosystems.
Integrate seagrasses into planning and
implementation of the post-2020 global biodiversity
framework.
Include actions on seagrass ecosystems in plans for
the United Nations Decade on Ecosystem Restoration
and the United Nations Decade of Ocean Science for
Sustainable Development.
Recognize the value of seagrasses in Nationally
Determined Contribution as a key component of
climate change adaptation and mitigation.
Recognize the value of protecting seagrasses for the
Sustainable Development Goals, the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development and other international
policy targets.
Increase national, bilateral and multilateral funding
for comprehensive actions required to conserve and
sustainably manage seagrass ecosystems.

Halodule spp in Mayiliddy harbour, Point
Pedro, Jaffna.
11. Engage stakeholders at all levels and stimulate
partnerships to facilitate integration of seagrass
conservation into planning and implementation
phases.
12. Designate more MPAs or locally managed marine
areas (LMMAs) that include or focus on management
measures for seagrass ecosystems.
13. Stimulate seagrass conservation and restoration by
providing financial mechanisms and incentives.
Scientists believe that the increasing recognition of the
importance of seagrass ecosystems to both biodiversity
and human well-being can drive efforts around the world
to conserve, better manage and restore these ecosystems.
Ensuring a sustainable future for seagrasses can help
countries achieve multiple economic, societal and
nutritional objectives, aligning with and supported by
policies implemented at the national, regional or global
levels.
Acknowledgements: Idea Wild equipment grant and Dr. Malik
Fernando for reviewing this article.
Photo copywrite: Susantha Udagedara
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interview

"Our response to the
environment has to be
more prevention focused"
Jagath Gunawardana, environment lawyer
Jagath Gunawardana studied agriculture. Later, he switched to law and qualified as an attorney -at- law. The hybrid
of subjects has been apt. Jagath is a regular commentator on environment matters, often being the ‘go to’ person for
conservationists and journalists for an understanding of the legal base of an environment or agriculture related issue.
These days he talks about the harm to the environment that could result from the import of organic fertilizer. He is an
advisor to conservation groups, sharing with them his knowledge and experiences of years of practice. These years of
knowledge sharing and dedication earned him an honorary doctorate from the University of Sri Jayewardenapura and
many awards. In 2016, the Sri Lankan government acknowledged him as a Harithabimani, which is a once in a lifetime
award for excellent services to the environment. So far, he is the only Sri Lankan who has been bestowed this accolade.
He emphasizes the importance of ‘thinking out of the box’. The environment we live in is far from static, constantly
evolving in response to natural and man- made disasters and throwing up new situations which have to be addressed
to conserve it. These challenges often require adaptive measures. He underscores the need for prevention and poses a
logical question. ‘Why wait until something hits you if in the first place you can prevent it from hitting you’ he asks. He
points out the advantages of this approach. At a minimal it reduces or even takes out completely the collateral damage,
financial or otherwise. In this interview Jagath shares some of his thoughts on a few common environmental issues.

1.
2.
44

3.

What is environmental law?
There are two aspects to environmental law. One has a broader interpretation which is that it
is any law which protects the environment. The narrower interpretation is that it is a specific
law which has been brought to protect the environment. The law protects both the physical
environment such as the water, sea and soil as well as the bio tech environment which involves
animals and plants.

Is the law effective?
The law is effective in terms of combating crime. When there is law and order the culprits know
if they do something wrong the chances are they will get caught. In the case of prevention
it ensures that the quality of lets say air, water are maintained. Nevertheless, there has to be
greater awareness about prevention because it is better to prevent a crime before it happens. How
effective it is, is in the hands of the people.

How can it be made more effective?
This has to be done through change which is up to influencers, sectoral and media organisations.
LORIS
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4.

What is the role of the government in conservation?
The government has a duty under Article 27 sub section 14 of the Constitution to protect, develop,
and conserve the environment for the benefit of the community. The government functions
through its different departments which derive their powers from the provisions of several
statutes.
These departments face specific challenges to do their job well. They are severely understaffed
and have no access to training to strengthen their capacities. They are also subject to political
interference and this can affect the continuity of their work because they get transferred from
one department to another. The other issue these departments are faced with is corruption.

5.
6.
7.
8.
LORIS

Something which is striking about the functions of these departments is that they have shared
mandates. Is this good for executing work efficiently?
Yes, multi- agency working is good because it ensures there are checks and balances and a
pooling of competencies because one department can’t do all the work.

What are the pressing environmental issues facing the country?
The destruction and degradation of habitat and species prone to extinction such as those who are
critically endangered and endangered are two issues we are faced with. But, this does not mean
that there is no risk of other species which are currently not in these categories eventually falling
into them. Therefore, caution must be exercised. Another issue we have is environmental pollution.
Air and water pollution are the most dangerous but there is also a risk of soil pollution. We also take
our natural resources for granted. We think they are infinite and don’t use them wisely and in a
controlled way. The implications can be far reaching. Take the example of excessive sand mining. It
could lead to a degradation of the river, an erosion of the riverbank and cause it to change course or
even lead to floods. It also destroys the habitat of aquatic life and ecosystems.

What do you say to an ecocide law?
The Rome Statute will have to be amended to make it an international crime and I see developed
countries dragging their feet because they can be the biggest polluters of the environment. It is
better to have a national dimension and some countries of course already have it as a part of their
domestic law. It requires political will to be enacted and implemented. In terms of enforcement,
every person who comes across ecocide, including the public, should be able to report it. Even an
authority committing ecocide should be reported to the relevant enforcement body, the structure
of which will have to be decided.

Can development and conservation co-exist or should one take place at the expense of the other?
Many people think of development as economic growth. But it is not exclusively so and it has to
be re-thought. The two can run parallel if the resources we have are used sustainably because
they are at risk of being depleted. We must think of the legacy we are going to leave behind for
future generations as they cannot inherit a barren earth.
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IUCN
conservation
outlook for
Sinharaja: a
significant
concern

By Professor Emeritus Nimal Gunatilleke
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IUCN World Heritage Conservation Outlook assessment of
Sinharaja natural world heritage site
(https://worldheritageoutlook.iucn.org/explore-sites/wdpaid/16791)

The Sinharaja forest reserve which is a natural World Heritage Site and an
icon of biodiversity conservation in Sri Lanka has been assessed as being of
"significant concern" by the International Union for Conservation of Nature
(IUCN) in its World Heritage Conservation Outlook.
What it signifies is that the site’s conservation values are threatened and/or
are showing signs of deterioration. The IUCN recommends that significant
additional conservation measures are needed to maintain and/or restore
values over the medium to long term.
It is indeed not a satisfactory report card even more so because the
assessment, the latest in the cycle of 252 global natural world heritage sites,
was released on 9 December 2020. It was even before the recent conservation
issues hit the headlines of the national media.
The IUCN World Heritage Outlook regularly assesses the conservation
prospects of all the natural world heritage sites. They are designated as
such because they harbour irreplaceable ecosystems and provide habitats
which are critical for the survival of globally threatened species. It identifies
the most pressing conservation issues affecting natural world heritage
sites and the actions needed to remedy those issues, thereby informing the
international community including IUCN, its members and partners. IUCN’s
assessment shows whether current conservation measures of a given site
are sufficient or if more must be done, and at what site.
LORIS
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Examining the successes and challenges of preserving these landscapes of
‘Outstanding Universal Value’ is an indicator of the effectiveness of protected
and conserved areas. It comes at a time when the international community
seeks to measure progress towards global biodiversity targets and defines the
post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework. These sites are globally recognized
as the most significant natural areas on Earth and their conservation must
meet the high standards of the World Heritage Convention. Our ability
to conserve these sites is thus a litmus test for the broader success of
conservation worldwide.
Outlook assessment of Sri Lankan natural world heritage sites
Since 2014 the IUCN has been conducting this global assessment of
natural (and mixed) world heritage sites using standardized methodology
for protected area assessments. It is carried out once in every three years.
The first assessment cycle was carried out in 2014, the second in 2017 and
the third in 2020. The results of the current World Heritage Outlook 3 (in
November 2020) indicate that for 63% of all sites (159), the conservation
outlook is either ‘good’ or ‘good with some concerns’, while for 30% (75 sites
including both Sinharaja and the central highlands of Sri Lanka), the outlook
is of ‘significant concern’ and for 7% (18 sites) the conservation outlook is
assessed as ‘critical’.
The Outlook assessment is a detailed one based on the evaluation of three
main criteria i) current state and trend of values of the World Heritage
Property, ii) overall threats iii) overall protection and management. The 2020
Outlook assessment has placed Sinharaja in the data deficient and low
concern for current state and trend of values criteria (see i above). It suggests
that since new discoveries of plants and animals are still being made its
true biodiversity value is yet to be realized but is of low concern. However,
its assessment of overall threat (see ii above) is in the ‘high threat’ category
due to continued reporting of incidents related to i) encroachment of forest
due to agricultural expansion (e.g., tea small holdings), ii) illegal gem mining,
iii). deliberate fires, especially in the eastern theater iv) human dwellings v)
mini-hydro projects vi) poaching vii) cardamom cultivation in the natural
forest viii) unsustainable tourism developments ix) fragmentation due to road
construction x) spread of invasive species and illegal collection of rare and
endemic species for international trade.
The Outlook assessment 3 also states that xi) overuse of agrochemicals in
tea plantations bordering the forest can lead to the pollution of streams and
rivers and associated aquatic biodiversity, xii) increased visitation beyond
carrying capacity during peak season and xiii) development of tourism
infrastructure is impacting negatively on forest and freshwater ecosystems.
These threats, if continued with a ‘business-as-usual’ mindset, could
seriously compromise the conservation of Sinharaja as a world heritage site
in the future.
The Outlook assessment recommends that the management authority
i.e., the Forest Department of Sri Lanka, has to take immediate steps to
implement a plan of action to address threats and fill management gaps.
It places its well-guarded optimism that some of these concerns will
be addressed through two recently initiated projects - National REDD+
Investment Framework and Action Plan (NRIFAP) and the World Bank funded
Ecosystem Conservation and Management Plan (ESCAMP). The IUCN World
Heritage Outlook assessment expectation is that with the implementation of
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the ESCAMP project in accordance
with its stated objectives, the Forest
Department will institute a 'Sinharaja
Management system' at the
Ministry of Environment to address
all issues related to its sustainable
management.
It is indeed the wish of the
conservation conscious citizenry
of Sri Lanka and the world at large
that when the next assessment
cycle comes round in 2023, the
Sinharaja assessment indicator will
be moving towards an outlook which
is ‘good with some concerns.’ With
the efficient implementation of the
‘Management Plan for Sinharaja
Rain Forest Complex’, currently
under preparation with financial and
technical support from the ESCAMP
project, it is hoped that the above
threats can be minimized and the
conservation outlook of the Sinharaja
World Heritage Site will improve
significantly.
Potential threats to Sinharaja since
Outlook assessment 3
The IUCN World Heritage Outlook
assessment 3 was released and
made available on its website in
November 2020. For Sri Lankan
World Heritage properties i.e.,
Sinharaja and the central highlands,
information gathering for this
exercise started more than a
year ago by consulting a host of
experts who are knowledgeable
on the two properties both in and
outside Sri Lanka. However, none
of the recent events that hit the
headlines of the national media
such as i) the Lankagama road
project ii) possible obstructions to
the elephant migration patterns iii)
the construction of reservoirs within
the newly declared Sinharaja Rain
Forest Complex, were included in this
assessment. These, along with many
other threats, their impacts and
mitigatory measures adopted will be
assessed in Outlook assessment 4 in
2023.
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One of the most recent major concerns which was raised
by both the national and international environmentconscious public is the potential threat to the recently
gazetted Sinharaja rainforest complex from the proposed
Gin-Nilwala Diversion Project (GNDP). The multipurpose
development of Gin, Nilwala and Kalu rivers was initiated
way back in 1968 under the ‘Three Basin Development
Project’ proposal made by Engineering Consultants Inc.
(ECI), Colorado, USA.
The Gin-Nilwala Diversion Project (GNDP) is proposed as
a multipurpose development project to fulfill the water
requirements of the Greater Hambantota Development
Area. It is also intended to meet the irrigation deficit of
Muruthawela and Walawa systems and to introduce
commercial agriculture developments ostensibly by
diverting ‘excess’ water from the upper reaches of the
Gin-Nilwala basins to the southeast dry zone during the
southwest monsoon period.
Among the added benefits claimed by the project
proponents are i) regulation of the flooding of
downstream areas of the Gin-Nilwala basins (flood
mitigation at Neluwa & Pitabeddara) especially during
the southwest monsoon period and ii) road and
infrastructure development from Neluwa – Lankagama
road (15 km), Lankagama – Deniyaya road (14 km) and
minor roads in Madugate, Kotapola and Ampanagala
areas. (http://irrigationmin.gov.lk/wp-content/
uploads/2019/new/Project%20Details%20to%20web%20
(GNDP)%20English.pdf ).
Geological investigations of the GNDP for most part had
been completed by May 2019 and revised feasibility
studies on the locations of the dams, weirs and tunnel
traces had been carried out based on detailed geoengineering investigations that involve geological and
structural mapping, core drilling, geomorphological,
hydrogeological, and geotechnical investigations.
The Gin-Nilwala Diversion Project design, based on
publicly available information at present, consists of
two concrete dams, a fixed weir and three trans-basin
canals. The proposal for the project includes a Roller
Compacted Concrete (RCC) dam across the Gin ganga at
Madugate in the upper reaches of the Gin ganga with
a diversion tunnel up to Kotapola to transfer the water
from the Gin basin to the Nilwala basin. At Kotapola,
the design proposes a concrete weir across the Nilwala
ganga with a diversion tunnel up to Ampanagala to
transfer water from Kotapola to Ampanagala reservoir.
At Ampanagala the construction of another RCC dam
across Siyambalagoda oya, a major tributary of the
Nilwala ganga, is proposed with a diversion tunnel up to
Muruthawela to transfer water from Ampanagala to
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Figure 1. Gin-Nilwala-Diversion Project. Locations of reservoirs, weir, tunnel
and canal traces. Note, the proposed Madugate reservoir inundates lands in
Sinharaja and Dellawa forest areas.
The project system is Madugate reservoir→ Madugate tunnel→ Kotapola weir→ Kotapola tunnel→
Ampanagala reservoir→ Ampanagala tunnel → Muruthawela reservoir.
Water diverted from Ampanagala reservoir to Muruthawela will be used to meet the irrigation
deficit of Muruthawela and Kirama oya systems and the balance will be transferred to Chandrika
wewa through the existing LB canal of the Muruthawela scheme up to 13.8 km and through a
new canal of 17.0 km. After that, the water requirement of Hambantota harbor is to be transferred
to Ridiyagama tank through the Walawe river and Liyangasthota anicuit. However, due to
the extreme length of the diversion through the three river basins of Nilwala, Kirama ara and
Urubokka oya, it will lead to massive conveyance losses of the diverted water while on the way to
the Walawe basin. According to engineer Prema Hettiarachchi enormous costs associated with
its construction and a failure to fully realize the intended outcomes due to a shortage of water
budget will simply be a burden that Sri Lanka cannot afford with her current economic crisis. It
may be worth recording that the water ingress into the grouted tunnel of the Uma oya near Ella
has still not been repaired fully even though the Uma oya project is nearing completion. It is an
expensive lesson to be learnt about the nature of the weathered geological structure, lineaments
and implementation of its unexpected and costly mitigatory measures which will eventually to
be paid back by this and future generations of taxpayers of this country.
According to the Irrigation department web site posts the Mahaweli Consultancy Bureau has
initiated the Environment Impact Assessment (EIA) but due to the unavailability of the Forest
department’s concurrence, a revised Terms Of Reference (TOR) has not been issued by the CEA.
Therefore, the EIA study has been delayed due to the unavailability of an updated TOR.
Environmentally, the most contentious issue highlighted in the media is the proposed
construction of a RCC dam at Madugate to build a reservoir for which around 79 ha of forested
(and some agricultural) lands in Sinharaja and a portion of pristine riverine forest in Dellawa
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Figure 2. A drone image of the proposed Madugate reservoir site with its dam axis (in yellow),
Dellawa forest -a part of the Sinharaja rainforest complex (right of Gin ganga) and tea gardens
and villages on the Sinharaja side (left of Gin ganga).
will be inundated (figure 2). On the Sinharaja side of the proposed Madugate reservoir (right
abutment) at present there are home gardens and small-scale tea plantations in addition to good
riverine forests. In contrast however, a proportionately larger area of the luxuriant Dellawa forest,
which is a part of the new ‘Sinharaja rainforest complex’ will go under the chain saw for this
reservoir construction (left abutment). The geo-engineering report of May 2019 on GNDP has
revised the siting of the dam to a more favorable location with supposedly reduced impacts but
they forewarn that the three core-drilling along the proposed dam axis that had to be temporarily
abandoned due to protests by villagers, has to be completed to confirm the geological suitability
of the proposed dam site.
Are there any environment -friendly alternative options?
As an alternative site for a dam on Gin ganga, engineer Nandasoma Atukorale (specialist
engineer [hydropower]) had proposed a location at the confluence of Mahadola with Gin ganga
in the village of Mederipitiya, way back in 2006. According to him, the riverbed at this site is
261 masl and has a catchment area of 132 km2. He proposes the construction of a 35 m high
concrete gravity type dam that will form a reservoir with a storage capacity of 65 million cu.m
and a potential discharge of 320 million cu.m of water annually which could divert 293 million cu.
m of water to the southeast dry zone. Most importantly, this region passes through a relatively
narrow section of the river which is ideally suited for a dam according to him. However, geological
suitability and socio-economic impacts of local communities must be investigated beforehand.
Quite interestingly, engineer Athukorale claims that ‘although it is not economically very
attractive, another 200 million cu.m of water could be diverted to the Nilwala basin by
constructing a dam across Gin ganga at the downstream of the confluence with Dellawa dola at
the village of Madugate, with an 8000 m long tunnel which could be considered at a later stage
provided further water shortages are experienced in the area’.

LORIS

VOL - 29 ISSUE 3

51

TOPICAL | IUCN conservation outlook for Sinharaja: a significant concern

Now that the proposed Madugate reservoir is receiving
heavy criticism from the environmental front it remains
to be seen whether the Mederipitiya option proposed by
engineer Athukorale can be revisited for the diversion of
the Gin-Nilwala river water to the southeast dry zone.
In a research paper titled ‘Comparison of Alternative
Proposals for Domestic and Industrial Water Supply for
Hambantota Industrial Development Zone’ engineer
Prema Hettiarachchi makes a comparison of three
irrigation projects- the Kukule ganga, Gin-Nilwala and
Wey ganga, to convey water from the southwest wet
zone to the southeast dry zone.
(https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344179735_
Comparison_of_Alternative_Proposals_for_Domestic_
and_Industrial_Water_Supply_for_Hambantota_
Industrial_Development_Zone).
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She proposes yet another option which is probably
still on the drawing board and which is the Wey ganga
diversion in the Ratnapura district. According to her, this
could meet the industrial and drinking water requirement
(154 MCM + drinking water) of the Hambantota
metropolitan area at a significantly lower cost and with
less damage to the environment. Furthermore, there is a
possibility of augmenting this scheme by diverting a part
of the Kalu ganga catchment at a later stage.
Engineer Hettiarachchi further states that ‘by comparing
the workload, it could be estimated to be nearly one
third that of the Gin-Nilwala diversion. The Wey ganga
diversion can be carried out at a significantly lower
cost by local agencies. That can also address the water
scarcity of the Hambantota metropolitan area including
the requirements of an international harbour and a
proposed industrial development zone with relatively
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These environmental
aspects need to be critically
evaluated before such costly
projects are designed. As an
example, although the major
engineering work of the
Uma oya project has been
almost completed its costeffectiveness is yet to be seen
with a denuded watershed, a
potential for heavy soil erosion
on top of the unexpected
heavy expenditure on tunnel
boring and other engineering
works.
less environmental damage which is a major issue with
respect to large scale projects. The construction period
will also be less since the workload is less and can be
carried out by the local agencies.’
What I have strived to show with this detailed irrigation
engineering information which is available in the public
domain in the form of research publications is that while
there is a legitimate requirement for agricultural and
industrial development in the southeast dry zone, the
Madugate reservoir option is not the only one available
for taking water from the wet zone rivers to the area.
Pre-feasibility studies have been conducted on these
options since 1968 and a considerable wealth of technical
information is already available with the Irrigation
Department. Apparently, according to knowledgeable
irrigation engineers, there are more environmentally
friendly and cost-effective options with greater assurance
of water conveyance to the southeast dry zone which are
available for consideration. It is often the case that during
pre-feasibility studies of these large engineering projects,
environmental concerns are given the least priority. The
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steady flow of water during extreme drought events
which are becoming more frequent depends very much
on the nature of the vegetation cover of the watershed
area. These environmental aspects need to be critically
evaluated before such costly projects are designed. As
an example, although the major engineering work of
the Uma oya project has been almost completed its
cost-effectiveness is yet to be seen with a denuded
watershed, a potential for heavy soil erosion on top of
the unexpected heavy expenditure on tunnel boring and
other engineering works.
Biologically speaking, Dellawa forest reserve is an
integral part of the Sinharaja rainforest complex,
representing the pristine climax forest vegetation of the
southeast wet lowlands. It provides a vital connectivity
link to the adjoining Diyadawa forest which is of equal
significance via the remains of Dombagoda forest.
Therefore clearing a riverine strip of this forest for the
construction of the Madugate reservoir will lead to
irreparable and irreplaceable damage to its characteristic
riverine/flood plain forest vegetation.
On the other hand, the political administration’s pledge
to reforest a much larger area with Hevea rubber as a
compensatory measure is totally unacceptable. There
is no substitute or replacement for preserving forests
in protected areas as they are. Furthermore, the Natural
Heritage Wilderness Area Act and the binding articles
of the UNESCO Convention on Protection of the World
Cultural and Natural Heritage to which Sri Lanka is a
signatory, clearly state that causing direct or indirect
damage to a natural heritage is not legally permissible.
In summary, the Sinharaja world heritage site is
already in a state where it’s biological values are
threatened and/or are showing signs of deterioration.
Significant additional conservation measures have been
recommended to restore these values over the medium
and long term. Adding more threats like the construction
of reservoirs inside protected areas at this stage will
inevitably downgrade the values further to a ‘critical
conservation outlook’ which is not what the citizenry of
Sri Lanka and the world at large would acknowledge as
‘sustainable development’.

The author of this article extends his thanks to Dr. Jagath
Gunathilake of the University of Peradeniya for the geotechnical information described herein. The author is a
member of the National Sustainable Development Council
of Sri Lanka and can be contacted at nimsavg@gmail.com.
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The Mannar district is an enchanting
location for nature lovers and boasts
many forgotten places of historic
and archaeological importance. It is
home to a vast variety of migratory
birds, several of which are endemic
locally. For centuries the district,
which is approximately 1,996 square
kilometers (771 square miles), was
among the world’s most important
trading ports. Archeological evidence
shows it was used by the Arabs,
Persians, Abyssinians, Chinese,
Indians and even Roman traders.
In January 2020, the Wildlife &
Nature Protection Society organized
a three-day tour to Mannar. Our
group of about 20 was led by Dr.
Sampath Seneviratne, a senior
lecturer at the Department of
Zoology and Environmental Studies
in the University of Colombo.
To reach Mannar we travelled
through Nochiyagama. After lunch
we set out on our safari of Mannar,
about six km from Thoddaweli where
we were staying. Almost opposite
the Inn we were staying was an old
banyan tree on which a white-bellied
sea eagle (Haliaeetus leucogaster)
was nesting. The female was sitting
on the eggs for incubation and
the group watched her behaviour.
Later, we set off to the outer Mannar
wetlands and eventually entered
the sand dunes. We were able to see
many birds feeding in the shallow
waters.
Avian visitors to Sri Lanka
Sri Lanka's high percentage of
migratory birds is due mostly to
its geographic position and varied
climate zones. Migration typically
occurs along established routes,
the "flyways", and these birds often
return to the area of their birth to
breed. The flyway migrating bird
LORIS

VOL - 29 ISSUE 3

which comes to Sri Lanka is the
Central Asian flyway. Migratory birds
can cover thousands of kilometers
during their annual travel to Sri
Lanka, using the same route year
after year with little deviation.
During migration the birds are
guided by innate behavior which
enables them to know when to
depart and orient themselves
towards a specific location over
long distances. They also remain
flexible to environmental conditions
such as food availability and
temperature which may fluctuate
yearly. Migratory birds use stars to
navigate, as well as the sun, wind
patterns and land forms all of which
help them to reach the same location
each year. They have a built-incompass which helps them to
navigate during migration. Migratory
birds monitor the earth's magnetic
field using microscopic crystals of
"magnetic", an iron- based mineral
which is located in their beaks. They
arrive mainly during the northern
hemisphere's winter months, looking
for better nesting or feeding spots.
Bird migration in Sri Lanka peaks
around mid-November and the
winter migrants start departing
towards the end of March,
Vankalai sanctuary
On the second day we left at 5 am to
Vankalai sanctuary which is home
to enormous colonies of migratory
birds. This area is an avian paradise.
Vankalai was declared a wildlife
sanctuary in 2008 and became
a RAMSAR site in 2010. It covers
an area of about 4,800 hectares
consisting of wetlands, sand dunes,
scrublands, mangroves, self marshes
and seagrass beds. Migratory birds
from the northern part of the world
fly here to avoid the forthcoming
winter. Sri Lanka is their final
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destination, before the south pole. Thousands of these
birds make the sanctuary a feeding and resting place
before returning to their breeding grounds.
At the peep of dawn the sunrise over mist covered
salt pans was breathtaking. We saw many black-tailed
godwits gathered about lazily on the edge of the water
paddles feeding and sticking their long bills into the soft
earth to dig up worms. On the sand dunes we saw a flock
of gulls, terns and waders through our binoculars. Sri
Lanka is among the best in the world to see large flocks
of coastal birds. The green shank and green sandpipers
as seen here in the wetlands, migrate from the Artic
circle. They return each year to breed in the same
location. Using his telescope, Dr Sampath explained
every bird in detail to the participants.
Due to space availability, only the names of birds we
saw in a particular area is mentioned. The names are not
repeated in the other places that we visited in Mannar.
We saw the following birds in the causeway and in the
Vankalai sanctuary: whiskered tern, Eurasian wigcon,
marsh sand piper, Pacific golden plover, black - tailed
godwit, lesser ringed plover, northern pintail, bar-tailed
godwit, gull-billed tern.
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We also saw many greater flamingos (Phocnicopterus
rosens) flying a short distance away from the salt pans.
We travelled some distance, anticipating their landing
place, but it was of no avail.
Pesalai
We returned to our Inn for a late breakfast and visited
Pesalai soon after. We saw the fishing boats returning to
the shore and the nets, with many fish, being drawn in.
There were many brahaminy kites and gulls hovering
around to catch the fish with the tide. Dr Sampath
explained the difference in the plumage of the adult and
juvenile of the same species of gulls. On the beach, he
found a dead sting ray and explained its significance to us.
Pesalai had a number of huts or wadiyas where the
people were engaged in the dry fish trade. On the beach
in front of the huts were rows of drying fish, heavily
salted and exposed to dry in the intense sun. After
Pesalai, we moved to Talaimannar for a sea bath. The sea
was calm. After the sea bath we returned to our Inn for
lunch.
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Shorebirds carved into the rock in Mannar fort.
Pic by Sampath Seneviratne
We saw the following birds in Pesalai: black kite, whitebellied sea eagle, common kestral, brown-headed gull, blackheaded gull, brahminy kite, northern shoveler, little stint.
While Mannar has quite a variety of land and waterbased fauna, what is unique is its airborne wildlife. The
district is home to a wide range of local birds, including
various species of larks, kingfishers, owls, flycatchers,
bulbulls, cuckoos and terns. However, it is even more
popular with migratory birds such as hawks, kites,
sandpipers and gulls. Mannar has bio-diversity rich
ecosystems which provide valuable recourse. It’s tropical
thorn forests are often simply called scrub lands. The
sand-dune vegetation and the mangrove forest are the
other two vegetation types.
Erukkalampuddi
In the evening we went to a jungle area in
Erukkalampuddi. We parked our vehicle and walked a
fair distance in the jungle observing the birds. The grey
langurs were busy, jumping from tree to tree. After
this we returned to a vast area of low grass and waited
patiently to watch the full moon. It was a cloudy evening
and the moon was not in its glory. The illumination of
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the moon appeared on and off. After 1 1/2 hours of resting,
we decided to walk back to our coach. Near the coach we
saw a large Russell’s viper in the grass. We photographed
the snake and let it escape to the habitat.
We saw the following birds in Erukkalampuddi: longtailed shrike, rosy starling, brown shrike, yellow-eyed
babbler, Eurasian-collared dove, intermediate egret, whiterumped shama, black drongo.
Adams bridge
On the third day we set off at 4.30 am to Adams bridge.
Arrangements had been made and the entrance to
Adams bridge was guarded by naval personnel. Adams
bridge, also known as Rama's bridge & Ram Setu, is
a chain of limestone shoals. Geology suggests that
Adam's bridge was formerly a land connection between
Sri Lanka and India. These mystical islands provide an
intoxicating blend of rugged dunes and verdant salt
marshes and colonies of pelagic birds, According to
legend, Adam was relocated here after his expulsion
from Eden. He used the bridge to reach the eponymous
mountain of Adams Peak. There is also the legend of
Lord Rama and his wife Sita and Lord Hanuman. Another
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legend speaks of Queen Alli Rasani, who reigned in the
1st century B.C.E.
In 2015 all eight islands of Adam's Bridge that lie
within the territorial waters of Sri Lanka were declared
a National Park. The total area of 19,000 hectares
has three main marine ecosystems namely coral
reefs, mangroves and seagrass meadows. They are
complemented by other environments including
mudflats, salt-water marshes and algal communities.
Topographically the part is mostly flat. Sandbars formed
during the period of low tide makes it possible for one to
cross over on foot to the neighbouring islands. There is
hardly any significant vegetation on the islands apart
from salt resistant shrubs which grow to a few meters in
height.
Dr. Sampath explained to us that the research in Mannar
had led to the discovery of a brand new species, the
Hanuman plover. The bird lays about two to three eggs
which are brown and black speckled. They are lightly
submerged in the sand without much protection. The
incubation period is about three weeks. After they are
hatched, the chicks stay with the parents for about 2-3
weeks, before moving away from their family.
Breakfast was on the beach at Adams bridge where
we saw many birds. They included the caspian tern,
crested tern, lesser crested tern, roseate tern, Saunders
tern, common red-shank, heuglin gull, grey plover,
crab-plover, ruddy turnstone, Eurasian curlew, curlew
sandpiper, black-winged kite kentish plover, yellowwattled lapwing.

The tree which is peculiar to Mannar was bought to
Sri Lanka either by Arab merchants before the arrival
of the Portugese when Mannar was a centre for
trade in 1477 or by the African slaves, who settled in
Sirambiwadiya near Puttalam.
After an early lunch, we were ready to start our return
journey to Colombo. We decided not to go through
Wilpattu National Park, but to visit some historic sites.
Dorric villa
Fredrick North (1798 - 1805) who was the first governor of
Ceylon built Doric villa between 1801-1804. The governor
used to live in it during the pearl fishing period. Pearls
from Taprobane, as Sri Lanka was known then, were
by far the best in the world. Pearls were a vital part of
not only Ceylon's economy, but also its culture, war
and religion and made an impact globally. Pearls were
referred to as the "Queen of Gems". Pearls from Mannar,
which were considered the world's best, were a major
source of revenue at the time.
Arippu fort
We visited Arippu fort, just before the causeway in
Arippu. It is a small two bastian Fort built by the
Portuguese. The fort was handed over to the Dutch in
1658. Incidentally it was from here that Robert Knox, the
famous British sailor who was a prisoner of the Kandyan
king Rajasinghe II, escaped in 1679 after 19 years in
captivity. After treating Knox, the Dutch sent him to their
colony in Jakarta and to his home in Briton in 1680.

On our return we saw the baobab tree, the oldest and
largest tree in Mannar. The tree is supposed to be 700
years old. The locals call it the "aliya gaha" which means
‘elephant tree’ due to its girth and rough bark. The
Catholics, catholicism being the majority religion in
Mannar, call the tree "Judas bag" due to the 30 seeds in its
fruits and the biblical story of Judas accepting 30 pieces
of silver to betray Jesus Christ.
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Our achievements

WNPS activities
for 2021
Conserving Knuckles
The WNPS signed a MOU with the Herpetological Foundation of Sri Lanka (HFS) to launch a project to conserve the
habitat of the Knuckles World Heritage Site.
The landscape of the Knuckles is home to 29 endemic species of fauna and flora of which 23 are herpetofauna. There
are also a vast number of new species that remain to be described. Most of the habitats of these species are under
severe anthropogenic pressures. Because some may even be hyper endemic, any adverse effects which might change
or destroy their habitat could even result in complete extinction and are therefore threatened according to IUCN Red
List criteria. As a result there is an urgency to publish these species to sustainably manage our ecosystems and to
conserve biodiversity and their habitats.
The project will comprise three components-research, education and advocating policy planning. The Society will fund
the HFS to conduct the research which will span several months. Project results will be published in our LORIS journal.
Intellectual property rights arising from the MOU will be shared equally between the two organizations.

General Secretary of the Society, Jehan CanagaRetna handing over the signed MOU to the Chair of the Herpetological
Foundation of Sri Lanka (HFS), Mendis Wickremasinghe. A member of the Society’s newly formed Science for
Conservation Sub-Committee Dr. Chaturangi Wickramaratne is also in the picture.
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Collaborating on environmental webinars with the High
Commission of Canada to Sri Lanka and the Maldives
The Wildlife and Nature Protection Society and the High Commission of Canada to Sri Lanka and the Maldives have
started collaborating on environmental webinars and the monthly marine chats and lectures. These joint virtual
discussions will facilitate exchanges of best practice between the Sri Lankan, Canadian and Maldivian environmental
conservation communities and will feature environmental experts and activists from the three countries.
On February 22, the WNPS and the High Commission presented a joint edition of “marine chat” dedicated to marine
plastic pollution featuring panelists from the three countries. These chats are an opportunity to showcase some of
Sri Lanka’s best marine scientists. The WNPS and the High Commission are of the belief that young people are key to
protecting the planet and that we must support and provide them with the tools and knowledge they need to advance
environmental issues. On March 3, world-renowned Canadian artist and activist Benjamin Von Wong participated in a
WNPS’ youth workshop which focused on the intersection between art and environmental activism.
On March 18, experts from Ocean Wise – a globally recognized Canadian ocean conservation organization –
featured in the WNPS’ monthly lecture series which are among its most popular activities. During these lectures
environmental experts share their knowledge on a range of issues with the Sri Lankan public.
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Hemas to assist with mangrove restoration

Hemas Consumer and WNPS will collaborate to restore the mangrove ecosystem in the Anawilundawa wetlands.
Over the next three years Hemas Consumer will work closely with WNPS to implement necessary measures to
restore mangroves in selected blocks of land which are in close proximity to the Hemas Manufacturing plant in
Dankotuwa. This three year long project will take a holistic approach to mangrove rehabilitation and will ensure that
the restored mangroves are carefully nurtured until they flourish. They will be monitered regularly by Hemas.
The Hemas Manufacturing plant in Dankotuwa, Hemas Consumer and the WNPS will conduct awareness sessions to
promote the participation of local communities in mangrove conservation.
Anawilundawa wetlands stretches across 1,397 hectares and is one of Sri Lanka’s six designated wetlands under
the Ramsar Convention. Whilst being a sanctuary for hundreds of bird species, fish species and animals, the
Anawilundawa ecosystem has largely benefited villagers to earn a living.

Conservation organizations against environmental destruction
The WNPS, Center for Environmental Justice (CEJ) and the Federation of Environmental Organizations (FEO)
have come together to form the Environmental Organizations Against Environmental Destruction. The new
coalition will work together to raise its voice against the destruction of the environment and have invited other
like-minded organizations to join hands. At a time our environment is facing unprecedented destruction, it is the
responsibility of all such organizations to get involved to collectively mitigate this destruction.
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New hope for leopard rescue
operations in Sri Lanka
As Sri Lanka’s top predator, and its only big cat, the
leopard plays a critical role in the country's wilderness
habitats. The leopard is an umbrella species and
conserving leopards protect many other species in
the same habitat. Since 2008, the Sri Lankan leopard
(Panthera padus kotiya) has been listed as Endangered in
the IUCN Red List.
Sadly, a total of 12 leopard deaths were recorded in
2020, out of which 11 were due to illegal snaring. The
Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC) worked
hard to try and save as many of these injured animals
as possible, however the response time and handling
of the injured animal is critical to it's treatment and
survival once rescued. In the recent past, the DWC has
successfully rescued and released six leopards, including
the most recent rescue in Aranayake. The new model
light-weight aluminum cage donated by the Society
which they used during these rescue operations was
instrumental in the successful rescue and release of
the leopard as it allowed for rapid response and easy
handling of the animal.

Light-weight aluminium cages to be used for wildlife
rescue operations were donated by the WNPS to the
Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWC).

Youth wing grows
The youth wing continues to grow and inspire young people to conserve Sri Lanka's environment. So far in 2021
many new and energetic youth have joined it. Vibrant and active co-committees for PR, members participation and
conservation are now fully functional.
For its first skills workshop of the year, the youth wing hosted Benjamin Von Wong, a Canadian artist, activist and
photographer who holds a Guinness world record for "Strawpocalypse," the largest supported art installation made
from plastic drinking straws.
Following up on the 7th of March, the youth wing featured Anya Ratnayake, the founder and primary investigator of
the Urban Fishing Cat Conservation Project, for a workshop where she engaged viewers with an account on how to
conserve urban wildlife.
The youth wing remains hopeful that with the easing of the pandemic they we will be able to return to working with
schools and communities on the ground in the second half of this year and are excited about all the activities they
have planned for the rest of the year.
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#Stop Ecocide

In March this year, the youth wing
partnered with other youth-led
environmental groups in Sri Lanka to
organise a climate strike on the 19th
of March. The strike was organised
in solidarity with the Global Climate
Strike 'Fridays for Future' event - an
international event. For the event, the
young and vibrant members of the
youth wing chose to paint the largest
#Stop Ecocide mural in Sri Lanka to
raise awareness about the ongoing
deforestation in the island and the
global climate emergency.
In one week, over 100 volunteers
and the public contributed their
time to depict our future artistically
by calling for decision-makers
to address these ongoing issues
affecting our planet's health and
well-being as a matter of urgency. It
was truly marvellous to see people
from all age groups from all over the
country join in the project. We had
volunteers travel from Kandy and
Kegalle, especially to join us for a day
of painting at the Viharamahadevi
Park.
On completion, the 20 x 70-foot
#Stop Ecocide mural was beautiful
and had a high impact. Although the
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WNPS had secured the necessary
approvals to display the mural for the
event, the authorities took it down
before the event. The taking down of
the mural became highly symbolic
with the course of the day's events
helping to make the #Stop Ecocide
mural an allegorical symbol of the
concerns that youth and all of Sri
Lanka have about the future of our
environment.

Habitat enrichment
to combat loss of
biodiversity- The
Green Isle Project
The aim of the Green Isle project is to
enrich the habitat so that the loss in
biodiversity is minimised. The project
site is located inside the BellanwilaAttidiya sanctuary, a populated
suburb.
Biodiversity is the biological variety
and variability of life on Earth and
its life support system. The main
pressures on biodiversity are habitat
loss and degradation, i.e. the direct
conversion of natural habitat for
use by humans, over exploitation

of biological resources such as
unsustainable harvesting of wildlife
for human use and pollution, which
is the presence or introduction of
a substance which has harmful
or poisonous effects, on the
environment.
Therefore human invasion and
exploitation of biological resources
are at a minimum. The gradual
removal of the invasive alien species,
mainly Annona glabra and planting
native species is expected to trigger
the change in the ecosystem back to
what stood many decades ago.
Within the site we have planted more
than 1000 plants such as kumbuk,
mee, dam and jack which are native
to the area.
The sub -committee conducted
a plant survey on 24th and 25th
April with the help of volunteers
to measure the success of the tree
planting.
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Human Elephant Conflict - The LRS System

The only instance where an
elephant broke through the LRS
was at our site in Mahiyangana.
In early January 2021, a herd of
four elephants used branches to
bring down the fence and enter the
property. Fortunately, no damage
was caused and the fence was
repaired quickly. No such incidents
have occurred since, although the
elephants have remained in the area.
Our third pilot site in Uhana also had
a single break-in during December
2020. When the break-in occurred a
part of the fence was not operational
as some of the lights were not
working. Elephants had been in the
area in the last three months but had
not attempted to enter the property
when the fence was active.

The unprecedented level of deforestation in the country has led to an expected
rise in the human–elephant conflict with some serious consequences. The
deforestation around the Dahaiyagala sanctuary contributed significantly
to an incident which led to the unfortunate loss of a farmer’s life. The WNPS
team has continued to work on the Light Repel System (LRS) with the hope of
identifying at least one potential solution to the human–elephant conflict and
is exploring the possibility of rolling it out to farmers in the affected areas. Data
has been collected over a period of time from three pilot sites in Ehetuwewa,
Mahiyangana and Uhana and the results look promising.
The site at Ehetuwewa has been monitored from July 2020. Since then, elephants
broke into the site property only on one occasion when the farmer had not turned
on the LRS system. Although elephants have visited the area on a regular basis
they have not ventured into the protected properties. However, they have caused
some damage to neighbouring properties which are not protected by the LRS.
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One of the biggest challenges we
face is that the farmers across our
pilot sites do not maintain the LRS.
Maintenance requires farmers to
take a proactive approach and walk
around the property to check that
the fence is functioning properly.
They also have to make an effort
to ensure that batteries used for
the fence are charged daily. To
overcome this issue, the WNPS
team is working on developing a
monitoring solution for the LRS. This
will alert the farmer when a part of
the fence is not working and prompt
corrective action can be taken
thereafter. Hopefully, this will be a
more user friendly approach which
will encourage farmers to take on
a more involved role in the use and
maintenance of the LRS.
The design for the monitoring
solution has been completed and
is currently being reviewed. Once
the design is finalised, the onitoring
component will be incorporated
into the existing LRS at our pilot
sites and we will continue to gather
performance data. In future, we
hope to use the monitoring system
to gather data on elephant activity
and to alter the design of the fence to
make it more decentralised, thereby
providing a more robust solution for
farmers in these areas.
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The Haritha Collection weaves a time – honored commitment to responsible
tourism development, with a Sri Lankan family legacy of heritage hotel
management. Diverse in concept and location,The Haritha Collection’s
destination experiences have one commonality: a commitment to the
sustainable development of its natural surroundings. Each property is
meticulously upgraded to maximize luxury, while always considering its impact
on the community and natural beauty of its environment.

A special discount of 15% offered to all members of WNPS,
till 30th June 2021. Contact us to make a reservation.
T&C apply
www.harithacollection.com
info@harithacollection.com | sales@horathapola.com
+94 715 338 230 | +94 710 333 634
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This publication is presented to you with the intention of revealing greater insights to Sri Lanka’s
rich biodiversity. Our earnest wish is that you may gain an even greater appreciation of the value of
our biological resources and understand the role you could play in conserving and protecting this
rich biodiversity.
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