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SUMMARY
The Marine Subcommittee is in 
its infancy in the Society but it 
is with great understanding that 
it takes on the issues related to 
marine conservation in the country. 
The Society really appreciates the 
participation and contribution of 
its Subcommittee who have years of 
experience in the field of conservation 
be it marine or otherwise. It is with 
great vigor we hope that we can 
make a difference and a key factor 
for 2020 would be to partner with 
DWC’s marine unit as well as work 
alongside partner agencies to reduce 
the pollution of our waters, be it both 
on land or sea.

Sri Lanka being an island nation, has 
its landmass within the confines of a 
coastline that is home to very diverse 
and rich marine habitats. The island’s 
coastline is also an integral component 
of the fabric of the country’s economy. 
The Fisheries and Tourism industry, 
combined, contribute to approximately 
15% of the country’s GDP. Conserving 
marine habitats therefore is of vital 
importance in maintaining a healthy 
balance between economic priorities 
and the long term sustainability of 
these habitats. Wanton destruction of 
these marine habitats, severe plastic 
pollution, unregulated tourism and 
fishing, are some of the most pressing 
conservation challenges that glare 
threateningly at us, now, and will be so 
in the future.

There was uncontested understanding 
within the Committee, at the outset 
of the period that only projects that 
had a high probability of being taken 
to completion would be considered. 
This would ensure that the focus and 
energy levels were sustained. Another 
important factor in governing the 
extent of activity was the bench 
strength of the Subcommittee which 
still continues to be a challenge. 

With the above criteria in view, three 
broad areas were identified as the 
pillars for activity. 

1. Conservation

2. Awareness

3. Stakeholder relationships

CONSERVATION
Whist there were many opportunities 
for involvement in tactical 
conservation activity, the Committee 
decided that it will embark on a few 
large long term projects which would 
have a much stronger and more 
sustained impact on the country’s 
marine habitats.

CONSERVATION OF 
MANGROVE HABITATS
Mangroves are a critical factor in 
protecting our marine ecosystems, 
is also a pivotal factor in Sri Lanka’s 
ability to deal with climate change 
and flooding. In addition, it is a vital 
part of the fishing communities’ 
livelihood. One of the biggest threats 
to the destruction of Mangrove 
Habitats is prawn farming where 
some of the most virgin habitats are 
now under threat of destruction.  
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In March 2020, a project to restore abandoned prawn 
farms, which were previously mangrove habitats was 
mooted.  The Committee would work in collaboration 
with the DWC and the Ministry. The current situation, 
rather unfortunately, did not permit further progress. 
This vital project will be initiated once the tide through 
the current impasse is passed. 

CONSERVATION OF SHIPWRECKS
As Sri Lanka is home to over 50 shipwrecks around 
its waters, there was a need to ensure that the unique 
habitats in and around these shipwrecks be preserved 
and classified as marine sanctuaries. These marine 
habitats can then be promoted as marine sanctuaries 
for value added tourism. 

The Committee is now working with the Sub Aqua 
Club, who is in possession of detailed information on 
these shipwrecks. The first step in the process is the 
representation to the Department of Archeology and 
the Cultural Affairs Ministry who will then classify 
these wrecks under the antiquities ordinance.  As the 
scope of the project to take on many wrecks at the same 
time was beyond the capacity of the Committee, it was 
decided to start the project with the classification 
of the wreck British Sergeant on the East Coast of  
Sri Lanka.

PLASTIC POLLUTION OF MARINE HABITATS
Plastic Pollution and Ghost fishing as a result of 
Polypropylene and Nylon nets being discarded both 
in the ocean and on shore is one the most significant 
contributors to marine pollution. The other is the 
disposal of plastic waste which ends up in oceans and 
on the beaches. As with the other two areas of activity 
under the conservation pillar, it was decided that 
involvement in this project would be long-term where 
there would be a possible sustainable solution to the 
problem. 

The Committee was presented with an opportunity 
to work on a project in Northern Sri Lanka with the  
Sri Lanka Blue Swimming Crab Fisheries Improvement 
Project and Pelagikos Ltd. This involved collection, 
distribution, transportation, and recycling of the nets. 
One of the key success factors for such a project is the 
funding, particularly the logistics and recycling for 
which   the Committee was not able to find a sponsor.

Another initiative in the area was a collaboration with 
a group called the Pearl Protectors, an active group 
working on creating awareness and reducing marine 
pollution. This is an initiative to reduce waste being 
thrown into the canal network and also supporting 
them on some of their initiatives like the Annual 
Christmas Tree Project, where a large Christmas tree 
is made out of plastic bottles collected on the beach 
around the Wellawatte area.
        
The Committee will continue to search for and reach 
out to partners with a view to collaboratively reduce 
marine pollution.

AWARENESS     
The Committee has the good fortune of having within 
its membership a pool of resources, whose combined 
experience on the oceans and marine habitats and 
their species is in excess of a hundred years. Dr. Malik 
Fernando, Mr. Rex De Silva and Mr. Jagath Gunawardena 
have been and will continue to share their experience 
and knowledge to those who are keen on learning more 
of marine species and habitats.    

MARINE CHATS
The ‘Marine Chat’ is a monthly feature held at the WNPS 
head office. The following chats have been completed. 
These chats are all conducted free of charge.

• Oct 12 – Identification of Marine Fish  
Mr. Rex De Silva  

• Nov 30 – Marine Habitats and their Inhabitants 
Dr Malik Fernando 

• Jan 25 – Marine chat on Sharks  
Mr. Rex De Silva 

• Feb 29 – Understanding Corals   
Dr. Malik Fernando
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PARTNERSHIP WITH THE SUB AQUA CLUB AND 
PEARL PROTECTORS
A programme to create awareness of marine pollution 
in schools was mooted by the Sub Aqua Club and 
the WNPS Subcommittee partnered with them on 
this project. The Pearl Protectors were invited by the 
Marine Subcommittee to also be a part of this project. 
Dates were fixed for the initial session at Royal College 
and Lyceum International School but the unforeseen 
events that followed led to a postponement of this 
initiative.  

FIELD TRIPS
The Subcommittee embarked on its first field trip early 
2020 to the Chilaw Mangrove Museum and its precincts 
and to the visit the Sand Spits and the beaches in 
Chilaw. 

STAKE HOLDER RELATIONSHIPS         
It was essential that the Marine Subcommittee build 
a network of stakeholders to support its activities. 
The most important of these is with the Department 
of Wildlife Conservation. A meeting with the Director 
General of Wildlife, to be held in November was 
postponed to the beginning of 2020. The Subcommittee 
would like to partner and support the DWC’s marine 
unit in any areas they see fit. 

The partnerships with the Sub Aqua Club and the Pearl 
Protectors was a result of initiatives under this section 
of activity.
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