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D evelopment of Inland 
Fisheries and Aquacu­
lture in Sri Lanka has 
been given high priority 
by the Government. 

There are three important reasons for 
this; firstly, it will ensure production of 
fish as a cheap source of animal protein 
for the rural communities; secondly, it 
has the potential to increase income 
and employment opportunities for the 
people; thirdly, production ofhigh value 
aquatic species for export will earn 
foreign exchange to the country. Al­
though freshwater capture fisheries 
have a fairly long history in Sri Lanka, 
aquaculture industry is of recent ori­
gin. In Sri Lanka there are no tradi­
tional aquaculture practices unlike in 
other Asian countries such as China 
and India. Aquaculture in freshwaters 
had been limited to a few experimental 
trials and government sponsored pro­
motional programmes except for 
shrimp farming which has developed 
to a considerable extent during the 
past decade. 

The inland capture fisheries devel­
oped steadily since 1950's with the 
introduction of exotic fish species and 
efficient harvesting. About 20 million 
fish fry, (1989) techniques such as the 
use of nylon gill nets, twelve (12) fish 
breeding centres ancl one large shrimp 
hatchery complex \^ere in operation 
under the. Ministry. Well trained 
aquaculturists werie engaged in the 
development of aquaculture technolo­
gies such as cage culture, pen culture, 
integrated fish farming and seasonal 
tank fish farming. A large number of 
fish seed, although inadequate to meet 
the growing demand, was produced 
through artificial breeding of Indian 
and Chinese carps which were intro­
duced to the country in 1970's and 
1980's. Subsidy programmes and 
demonstation of technologies were 
undertaken with a view to promote 

aquaculture in rural areas. The exten­
sion systems were strengthened with 
the support of international funding 
agencies. Fish seed production in­
creased to nearly 10 million while the 
inland fish production increased to 
50,000 mt. by the year 1989. 

The Inland Fisheries Development 
Program came to a standstill with the 
decision of the then Government to 
terminate state patronage for this im­
portant subsector which had been con­
tributing 20% to the total fish produc­
tion in the country. All the extension 
programmes ceased to operate and 
assistance to inland fishermen was 
completely stopped. Fish seed produc­
tion programme which was vital for 
the aquaculture development was 
abandoned. The fish breeding centres 
were disposed to the private sector and 
various other agencies. The services of 
trained technical staff were also termi­
nated. As a result of this unfortunate 
decision inland fish production gradu­
ally decreased to 6% or 12,000 mt. by 
the year 1994. The loss to the rural 
economy was nearly Rs. 1240 million 
according to the findings of a study 
team sponsored by the World Bank in 
1993. 

In accordance with the policy deci­
sion of the present Government to ac­
cord high priority for the development 
of inland fisheries and aquaculture, 
the Ministry of Fisheries and Aquatic 
Resources Development incorporated 
an aquaculture development program 
in the Five Year Fisheries Develop­
ment Programme (1995 - 2000). A 
separate Aquaculture Development 
Division was set up in September 1994 
to function directly under the Ministry 
and two large aquaculture develop­
ment centres were taken over from the 
private sector for management under 
the new Aquaculture Development Di­
vision. Several new steps have been 

taken to revitalize the sector and reha­
bilitate the fish breed centres. 
Strengthening of regulatory activities, 
creation of a separate cadre for exten­
sion work and launching a community 
based seed production programme are 
some of them. The FAO has offered 
short term technical assistance for 
aquaculture and the ADB has provided 
limited assistance for the inland fish­
eries development programme in two 
districts. The Australian Centre for 
International Agricultural Research 
(ACIAR) has initiated a research pro­
gram on the development of yield pre­
diction models for reservoirs and cage 
culture technology. The two fish 
breeding centres at Dambulla and 
Udawalawe are being transformed into 
modern fish breeding centres by re­
habilitation and improving the infra­
structure that had been neglected by 
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the private sector for several years. 
Action is also being taken to recruit 
new staff, train them and re-establish 
the technical advisory system and ex­
tension system for the benefit of the 
farmers and fishermen. The large 
number of illegal shrimp farms that 
were proliferating in the North West­
ern Province during the period of clo­
sure of the Inland Fisheries Division 
brought their own destruction due to 
unplanned constructions. This situ­
ation is now being rectified by the new 
Aquaculture Development Division in 
collaboration with the National Aquatic 
Resources Agency (N ARA) through the 
introduction of new technologies for 
improvement and enhancement of 
water quality, in the farm ponds. 

A considerable development of 
aquaculture sector is expected during 
the next few years while attempting to 
achieve an overal target of 50,000 mt. 
of fish production from inland waters 
by the year 2000. The production from 
inland fisheries and aquaculture has 
increased to 17,300 mt. and 20,475 mt. 
respectively, reflecting the positive 
impact of establishment of the new 
division and its efforts in revitalizing 
the sector. 

The resources available for 
aquaculture and inland fisheries de­
velopment in Sri Lanka are consider­
able. A recent classification of resources 
by a technical committee appointed by 
the Ministry has identified the follow­
ing categories of water and land re­
sources for aquaculture and inland 
fisheries development. 

Strategies for development 

The main strategies for aquaculture 
development in Sri Lanka consists of 
promotion of community participation 
in fish seed production, diversification 
of farming species and integrated 
farming of fish / livestock / crops, diver­
sification of farming systems, strength­
ening of extension systems, develop­
ment of management strategies and 
regulation of aquaculture and capture 
fisheries through effective law en­
forcement. 

Constraints in aquacultrue devel­
opment 

The Ministry of Fisheries and a 
Aquatic Resources Development had a 
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cadre of well trained technical staff. 
These officers had been trained in 
countries such as Philippines, China, 
Thailand and India where aquaculture 
is considerably developed. With the 
closure of the former Inland Fisheries 
Division their services were also ter­
minated . Lack of trained personnel is a 
serious constraint in the implementa­
tion of the new aquaculture develop­
ment programme. 

Lack of appropriate technology, in­
adequate supply of seed, inadequate 
brood stocks, lack of technology for 
harvesting of major carps from reser­
voirs incidence of fish diseases, lack of 
low cost foods, lack of quarantine sys­
tem, inadequate information on the 
availability of suitable sites for sea 
farming and environmental problems 
are some of technological constraints 
affecting the industry. 

There is a lack of traditional prac­
tice of fish farming in Sri Lanka unlike 
inother countries in Asia. Economically 
viable farming practices have not been 
adequately demonstrated. 

There are several agencies which 
claim the right of ownership offish in 
reservoirs due to overlapping of legal 
rights of different agencies such as the 
irrigation department, farmer organi­
zations, agrarian authorities and the 
Ministry of Fisheries. Installation of 
structures such as cages for rearing of 
fish in reservoirs which is a common 
practice in other countries needs clear­
ance from various agencies. 

Programmes for Aquaculture and 
Inland Fisheries Development 

Fish seed production 

Production of quality fish seed is 
one of the major requirements in 
aquaculture. The freshwater fish seed 
requirement is estimated at around 60 
million by the year 2000. The Ministry 
has commenced operation of its fish­
eries stations at Dambulla and Uda-
walawe. The fisheries stations at 
Muruthawela, Panapitiya, Ginigath-
hena, Pitipana, Rambodagalla, Polon-
naruwa and the shrimp hatchery com­
plex at Karukkapone have been long 
leased to the private sector. 

Under the programme for seed pro­
duction the following activities will be 
undertaken: 

(a) Breeding of major carp species at 
Uda Walawe and Dambulla fisher­
ies stations and supply of fry of 
these species for further rearing at 
the fisheries stations managed by 
the private sector. The ponds and 
buildings at the two fisheries sta­
tions will be rehabilitated. 

(b) Training the fisheries cooperative 
societies to produce fingerlings re­
quired for major reservoirs and me­
dium reservoirs and establishment 
of self sustainable systems of pro­
curement of fish seed required for 
each reservoir. 

(c) Involvement of estate workers to 
produce fingerlings in the estate 
tanks through their active partici­
pation of estate workers. Fish fry 
will be supplied by the Ministry. 
Suitable training and extension 
programmes will be undertaken. 

(d) Encouragement of NGOs and agri­
cultural farmers in rural areas to 
produce fish fingerlings in small 
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scale and establish community 
based seed production centres. Here 
too the farmers and NGOs will be 
given training and technical assist­
ance. 

These new activities which are part 
of the programme will ensure greater 
participation of the private sector in 
seed production and provide an addi­
tional income source for the farmers/ 
estate workers. Women will be encour­
aged to participate in this programme. 

Additional breeding facilities will 
be established by the Government for 
air breathing fish seed production and 
freshwater prawn seed production. 
Backyard hatchery system for the pro­
duction of freshwater prawn seed will 
be encouraged. 

A programme for purchase of 
fingerlings from the farmers, fisheries 
stations and other producers will be 
implemented and the programme will 
be phased out over a period of 6 years. 
Purchase of fingerlings by the farmers 
will also be encouraged. 
Fishery development in major 
reservoirs 

In Sri Lanka, more than 90% of the 
inland fish production comes from 73 
major reservoirs each of which is more 
than 800 ha. in size. They have an 
extent of about 70,850 ha. with an 
estimated production potential of 
21,750 mt. annually. Through stock­
ing with fingerlings and systematic 
management measures the fish pro­
duction from these tanks can be in­
creased. Tilapia nilotica is the most 
suitable species for stocking in Sri 
Lanka reservoirs. A comparatively high 
yield of 283 kg./ha. has been recorded 
in Sri Lankan reservoirs. Management 
measures for the major tanks are be­
ing improved through enforcement of 
fishery regulations under the new 
Fisheries and Aquatic Resources Act, 
No. 2 of 1996. These measures include 
prohibition of use of gill nets with mesh 
size less than 85 mm. and prohibition 
of use of seine nets and monofilament 
net for fishing. The fishermen should 
get an Inland Fishing Management 
Licence for fishing. 

Fishery development in medium 
and minor perennial tanks 

The 163 medium reservoirs and3279 
minor reservoirs which yield 283 kg./ 

ha. form an imperative fishery resource 
in the country. The reservoirs having 
an area between 200 - 800 ha. belong to 
medium size category while those be­
low 200 ha. are grouped into minor 
scale tanks. Their production poten­
tial is about 20,000 mt./year. The ex­
tent of these tanks art; 19,000 ha. and 
39,000 ha. respectively. Tilapia nilotica, 
Chinese carps and Indian carps are 
stocked in these reservoirs. 

Hill country reservoirs 

These reservoirs 7 in number and 
8097 ha. in extent have a fish produc­
tion potential of about 567 mt. per 
annum. Usually their yield (70kg7ha.) 
is relatively low compared to other 
categories of reservoirs but contribute 
considerably to fish production in the 
hill country. 

Fisheries development in Maha-
weli Area 
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Coastal waterbasedland 
aquaculture (mt) 

| Milk fish culture in ponds 2 (000 

Sea farming 
Sea bass and grouper 

farming in cages 100 
Raft, culture of molluse 6,600 
Sea weed farming 150 
total 6,250 

26.570 ha. of lowland new reservoirs 
with a production potential of about 
420 mt. and 7520 mt. respectively. De­
velopment of fisheries in these reser­
voirs will ensure improvement of the 
socio-economic condition of the com­
munities living around them. 

Flood plain fisheries 

The total area available for develop­
ment is 12,800 ha. Through stocking 
with suitable species offish and effec­
tive management measures, produc­
tion from thci.se 'lakes can be increased. 
Tiiapia nilotica and freshwaterprawns 
are suitable for stocking in these wa­
ter. 

Freshwater fish farming 

Farming of aquatic species com­
monly known as fi&h farming can be 
undertaken in small scale subsistence 
level, small scale commercial level and 
large scale commercial ventures. 
Ornamental fish farming is an impor­
tant business venture, which" is carried 
out in small scale is well as in large 
scale. This includes culture offish spe­
cies as well as plan: species for export. 
Sri Lanka earns about Rs. 300 m. in 
foreign exchange at present through 
export ornamental ~ish and plants. This 
industry will be further developed in 
rural areas with the assistance of ex­
porters. Training and technical know-
how will be provided by the Ministry. 

F'ood fish farming in ponds cages 
and pens will be promoted through 
training, demonstation of technologies 
and assistance in the production fish 
seed required for farming. Integrated 
fish / livestock / crop farming will be 
encouraged with a view to ensure 
maximum utilization of resources. Fish 
cages and pens will be established in 
reservoris with the involvement of 
farmer organisations and fishermen 
organisations. Culture of fish in cages 
and pens is popular in many countries. 
It will generate additional income and 
employment opportunities for the 
farmer and fishermen. Fish culture in 
seasonal village tanks has a great po­
tential in Sri Lanka. These tanks about 
100,000 ha. in extent retain water for 
about 6 -8 months and have a consid­
erable production potenital. An aver­
age yield of750 kgVha. can be achieved 
lization of these tanks due to grazing 
cattle and decaying vegetation enrich 
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population but in real terms it may be 
double or even greater, if it is based 
only on the country's non-vegetarian 
population. However, the proportion of 
non-vegetarians is steadily increasing 
in the urban areas and a significant 
increase in demand and price offish is 
already evident. 

Overcoming the constraints in the 
supply of fish, meeting the domestic 
demand, increasing exports and in­
creasing the contribution by the fish­
eries sector to the GDP, depend on 
attention given to major issues such as 
the following: 

(a) Considering the prevailing po­
litical will, economic conditions and 
the achievements in the area of fisher­
ies management in this region, .it is 
more likely tha t the progress in the 
developments referred to above may 
get closer to the goal, between 2005 
and 2010. More efforts than those until 
now will be required to a t ta in tha t 
target and to sustain it. These efforts 
should focus on reorganization unifi­
cation, collaboration and strengthen-
i ng of the various fisheries and fishery 
related units, creation of new units, 
engaging in specific development and 
management oriented research, plan­
ning of the development programmes 
in their entirety (not piece-meal), es­
tablishing revising legislation, to e n : 

able it to adopt new approaches to 
rational development of aquaculture, 
protection of environments, integrated 
coastal management as well as com­
munity-based management/co-man-
agement. 

' (b) Changes in the traditional fish-
eating habits and in the demand for 
selected species and creation of de­
mand for new fish species and new fish 
products from the resources of non-
traditional fish/shellfish species tha t 
are available, must be achieved. The 
demand and preference for freshwater 
species should be increased to equal 
t ha t for mar ine species, as in the 
ASEAN region. This would also in­
volve extension work for popularisation 
of cooking recipes ideal for freshwater 
species. 

(c) The accelerated implementation 
of liberalisation of t rade and deregula­
tion policies in the SAARC countries 
will facilitate and significantly expand 
fish t rade within the region. A collec­

tive approach within the sub-region, 
will be favourable for exporting toother 
sub-regions, certain kinds of fish and 
fish products for which there is very 
strong competition from many nations 
outside this sub-region. 

«d) Measures to increase private 
sector involvement in the development 
of offshore/oceanic fisheries, in brack­
ish- water aquaculture, mariculture, 
proce- ssing and marketing of fish and 
fish products, including exports and 
imports. 

(e) Amendments to the NARA Act to 
strengthen its structure and function 
as a fisheries management oriented 
research institution as well as to 
strengthen co-ordinated fisheries re­
search capabilities of the divisions 
.within NARA and also among the in­
stitutions - NARA, Universities and 
other organisations, conducting fish­
eries related research, in Sri Lanka. 
Approval of national level fisheries 
research programmes for each sub-
sector, for execution by all the national 
institutions engaged in fisheries re­
lated research. This" is to ensure imple- . 
mentation of fisheries research projects 
according to the priorities of the indus­
try, specialities available in each in­
stitution and to avoid/reduce duplica­
tion and waste of scarce financial and 
skilled manpower resources (Sivasu-
bramaniam, 1995). 

- (f) Though responsibility for the 
protection of the aquatic environment, 
conservation of water and the life in 
them, prevention of pollution by do­
mestic and industr ia l wastes and 
maintenance of the quality of such 
environment rests with the National 
Environment Authority, i t is vital tha t 
very stringent regulations providing 
for very severe punishment for offences, 
should be made under the relevant 
provision in the Fisheries and Aquatic 
Resources Act of 1996. This is essen­

tial, and important for smooth and 
efficient management, development 
and expansion of fisheries activities, 
without interruptions due to limita­
tions in the regulatory mechanisms 
tha t are external to the fisheries min­
istry. 

(g) Regulation of private sector in­
vestments, should be stringent enough 
to prevent offences such as damaging 
the environment, breach of foreign ex­
change regulations and most impor­
tantly, failure to maintain the expected 
quality standards which erode the con­
fidence of importing nations. All the 
coastal nations in this region, except 
Maldives, have been listed for export­
ing bad quality fish products to the 
United States of America. 

The private sector should be the 
main partner to contribute to the de­
velopment of capital intensive subs-
sectors in fisheries. With the need for 
better shore facilities for mult iday 
fishing boats and for maintaining the 
quality of exported fish items, the in­
frastructure facilities have to improved ' 
and expanded. Since the States cannot 
afford' to provide funds for more of 
these facilities and their continued 
maintenance, the private sector own­
ers of offshore fishing craft, mus t pay 
rental for the use of existing harbours 
and other facilities provided by the 
State . -• 

References cited 

Sivasubramaniam, K. 1995 Fisheries Re­
search in Sri Lanka. A consultancy Re­
port to the ADB/Sri Lanka Fisheries 
Development Project. Ministry of Fish-

' eries& Aquatic Resources. Colombo, Sri 
. Lanka. 

1997 Sustainable Contribution of Fisheries 
to the Food Security the South Asian 

' Sub-Region, by 2010 - A consultancy 
Report. UNDPTSS1 Project - RAS/95/01 
T: FAO/RAP, Bangkok Thailand. 

Cont'd from page 28 
the water leading to the formation of 
fish food organisms. 

Farming of freshwater prawns in 
ponds either under monoculture or 
polyculture along with fish will in­
crease income of the pond fish farmer. 
Prawns can also be stockedin seasonal 
village, tanks. Back yard hatcheries 
will be established in coastal a reas for 
the production of freshwater prawn 
seed. , 

Farming of high value fish and 
prawn species in coastal areas and in 
marine waters on pilot scale will be 
undertaken and private sector invest­
ment in these fields will be promoted. 
Already about2400 ha of shrimp farms 
have been established in the North 
Western Province, by the private sec­
tor. About 24,000 ha. of lands suitable 
for coastal aquaculture are available 
in the country. 
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