
FORESTS AND THE MAHAWELI 
By v i r tue of its sheer magni tude 

a n d scope, the M a h a w e l i Develop­
m e n t Scheme, the largest develop­
m e n t project ever to be under­
t a k e n i n S r i L a n k a , has received 
a n d continues to receive the most 
searching a n d a l l - round develop­
m e n t effort i t commands. Probabi ly 
l o r the first t i m e i n the history of 
a n i r r iga t ion c u m hydro-power 
scheme, the to ta l va lue of forestry, 
as one of the necessary inputs to 
maximise ar id m a i n t a i n gains f rom 
the scheme i n perpetui ty , has been 
recognised a n d incorporated into 
the complex bui ld-up. T h i s Is a 
welcome fea ture a n d makes a rad i ­
cal change f r o m the past w h e n for­
estry as one of the i m p o r t a n t fac­
tors in m a i n t a i n i n g a favourable 
env i ronment , was abyssmally not 
taken account of. T o _ t a k e a n i l lu­
s t ra t ion : I f there is a piece of des-
prt, a suitable crop can st i l l be 
grown, i f the necessary inputs of 
water a n d nutr ienets v i ta l for p l a n t 
g rowth are provided o n the ground. 
B u t i f a favourable env i ronment 
in such a s i tuat ion is m a i n t a i n e d 
i n wh ich effective solar rad ia t ion Is 
reduced, w i n d • velocities checked 
signi f icant ly , re la t ive humid i t ies en­
hanced , m a x i m u m a i r temperatures 
lowered a n d m i n i m a raised, t h e n 
not only can savings be effected in 
w a t e r economy (due to-reduced eva­
porat ion rates) bu t crop yields . can 
be s igni f icant ly increased by as 
m u c h as 20 percent or so as has 
been c la imed i n several countries 
(because of improved micro-cl i ­
m a t e ) . Forests commonly i n the 
f o r m of shelter belts and w i n d 

A n Improved micro-c l imate wi l l to 
more readi ly perceived by h u m a 
populat ion whose t imber a n d fue i -
wood requirements too have to be 
m e t as a m a t t e r of bare necessity. 

Broad ly speaking, the M a h a w e l i 
Scheme envisages t h e conversion of 
another 650,000 acres of m a i n l y for­
est l and to i r r igated agr icul ture 
(250,00 acres a l ready conver ted) , 
the generat ion of 500 M W of hydro 
electric power, t h e set t ing up of 
agro-based industr ies a n d the set­
t l ement a n d stabi l isat ion of 500,000 
famil ies i n townships, villages a n d 
hamle ts w.'th necessary infra-struc-
t u r a l supports embracing a to ta l 
a rea of about 2.57 mi l l ion acres 
measuring about 135 mi les acrpsses 
f r o m N o r t h to South and about 80 
miles f r o m East to Wes t a t their 
longest a n d widest extremit ies. I t 
would appear t h a t less t h a n 20 
per cent of the or ig ina l forest cover 
would be l e f t i n concentrated town 
andi vi l lage reserves if the rest is 
completely deforested, being special­
ly conf ined to the upper ca tchment , 
nor th-centra l a n d n o r t h e r n por­
tions of the scheme. 

M a h a w e l i Ganga Basin Forest 
Resources as a t 195G 

Forest T o t a l Area 
W e t Zone - 138,180 736,540 
I n t e r m e d i a t e 

Zone 111,550 551,200 
D r y Zone 881,460 1,286.970 

T o t a l 1,131,190 2,574,710 
Source: A Report on a Survey 

of the Resources of the Mahaweli 
Ganga Basin, Canada-Ceylon Col-, 
ombo Plan Project (1962). 

T h e intr insic va lue of forests in 
the upper c a t c h m e n t of the M a h a ­
wel i is not i n doubt. A l though there 
has been controversy about the 
role of forests v is-a- v is precipi ta­
t ion, m a i n l y r a i n f a l l , concensus of 
opinion based o n hydrological ca tch­
m e n t exper iments in several coun­
tries over long periods is t h a t i t is 
un inf luenced except I n the case of 
orographic precipi tat ion which is 
increased 2 to 3 percent par t icular ­
ly on the w i n d w a r d sides of 'slopes. 
However, as a component in regu­
la t ing ' stream-f low, i n increasing 
deep storage of .water i n the 
ground, i n drast ical ly reducing 
floods a n d erosion a n d in increas­
ing the pur i ty ( and potabi l i ty) of 
water , forest cover remains unr iva l l ­
ed. T h e proposed programme of the 
Forest D e p a r t m e n t to scientif ical ly 
a u g m e n t exist ing forest cover by 
re forest ing. cer ta in 'undeveloped' 
erosion prone areas in the upper 
ca tchment of the M a h a w e l i would 
go a long way i n achieving some 
of the i m p o r t a n t objectives of 
watershed management . T h e adop­
t ion of sound soil and water con­
servat ion measures in w h a t consti­
tutes the greater 'developed' areas 
in the ent i re upper ca tchment is 
more v i ta l to overa l l p l a n n i n g and 
m a n a g e m e n t of water resources of 
the M a h a w e l i . T h e str ict m a i n t e n ­
ance of r iver and s t r e a m banks 
a n d thei r reservations in undisturb­
ed vegetative growth, whether na ­
tu ra l or p lanted , a l l a long the 
course of the M a h a w e l i is of the 
highest importance. 

Another aspect of forestry is in 
re la t ion to the lower M a h a w e l i 
where vast tracts of forest in ' the 

Tentative forest and wild life 
reserves in Mahaweli area. 

low a n d dry zone are to go under­
development. T h e fu ture of fores­
try in this area seems to be uncer­
t a i n as yet. C l imat ica l ly , this 
zone is character ised by hard ly any 
ra in fa l l , d ry desiccating winds, 
h igh day and n i g h t a ir and soil 
temperatures, soil moisture deficit, 
etc.. for a t least 6 months i n the 
year, ' f rom Apr i l to September; a l l 
factors which, contr ibute to h igh 
evapo-transpirat ion and - respirat ion 
rates -and re ta rda t ion of p l a n t 
growth (and dry m a t t e r product ion) , 
not to forget the deep discomfort 
caused to h u m a n s dur ing t h e / 
period even w i t h the present ex­
t e n t and distr ibut ion of forests 
(68.5% a s a t 1956). T r u e , the macro-
c l imate is uninf luenced by forest, 
but the micro-c l imate cont ingent 
on deforestat ion over very vast 

• areas would result i n adverse cl i -
. mat ic changes i n the biosphere 
wh ich in t u r n evoke cer ta in 
responses in p l a n t s ' a n d an i ­
mals, the i r funct ions a n d d is t r i ­
but ion. Sagaci ty and care are there­
fore, needed i n the comprehensive 
scheme of l a n d use m a n a g e m e n t to 
prevent sizeable areas being render­

ed c l imat ica l ly harsh a n d inhospi­
table. M u l t i p l e use of l and on a 
ra t iona l , long t e r m basis incorpo­
ra t ing the forestry sector are no 
doubt, being p lanned for execu t ioa 
A m o n g the suggestions <vorth con­
sidering a t th is stage a r e : 

1. Protective shelterbelts a n d w i n d -
belts of the existing n a t u r a l for­
ests a n d , where necessary, of 
ar t i f ic ia l ly created ones in -
egrated a t intervals in the areas 
converted to agr icul ture, due 
care being taken to sufficiently 
Isolate these belts f rom n a t u r a l 
forest^ to prevent possible in ­

roads by an ima ls e.g. elephants, 
and monkeys w h i c h damage crops. 

2. Product ion forests, both n a t u r a l 
and ar t i f ic ia l , on a town a n d 
vil lage basis to be l e f t to cater 
to t imber a n d fue l needs of local 
populations and of forest based • 
industries, as wel l as to meet 
nat ional requirements. 

3. Protect ion forests, n a t u r a l or 
a r t i f ic ia l , to be demarcated or 
created around the catchments . 
of a l l reservoirs or w e w a s to i n ­

crease sub-surface water collec­
t ion and minimise si l t ing, a pe­
rennia l problem in the dry 
zone. 

4. M a x i m u m ut i l isat ion of al l t i m ­
ber in forest areas going under 
development, whether of any re ­
sidual t imber , poles, fence 
posts a n d even presently hard- tc - ' 
come-by fuelwood i n the f o r m of 
firEwood or of more durable char­
coal. 
T h e real isat ion of any or a l l of 

the above-mentioned or of any other 
related objectives i n the M a h a w e l i 
model would u l t imate ly depend on 
the mot iva t ion a n d degree .of pur­
poseful involvement of" the people 
w i t h i n the scheme. T h e r e w i l l be a 
• clear need to engender forest 
values th rough vigorous educat ion 
and pract ice a t the town a n d v i l - • 
lage leveis. 
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