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with the rapid clearing of natural forests that has 
been taking place the world over, it is not surprising 
that there is now a growing and well-informed body of 
persons whicll strongly opposes the uncontrolled felling 
of forests. It is now widely recognized that the 
continued destruction of natural ecosystems can cause 
global disasters, such as adverse and permanent 
climatic changes, large losses of genetic material (both 
faunal and floral), desertification, and so on. Other 
more localized deleterious effects are soil erosion, 
disturbancc of the water regime of a region and local 
climatic changes. So, whereas forests were once looked 
upon as a storehouse of timber and as unused land 
available for development, now their intrinsic value in 
protecting the environment is widely appreciated. 
For fulfilling this protective function, it is necessary that 
forests be conserved, while for the production of timber, 
a very important colnmodity in the world today, t l ~ e  forests 
have to be felled. One of the biggest dilemmas the 
forester, particularly of a developing country, has to 
face is to reconcile these two requirements which appear 
to be in conflict with each other. 

Major Ecosystems of Sri Lanka 

To examine these two concepts, protection of the environ- 
ment and supply of timber and othcr products, in the 
context of Sri Lanka, it is necessary to  make a brief 
reference to the major natural ecosystems in the country. 
Though it is a small country, Sri Lanka possesses a number 
of distinct bio-climatic zones, and corresponding to 
these zones, there are different natural climax 
ecosystems. In the low and mid-country Wet Zone, 
characterized by an year round high temperature 
and a heavy and well distributed rainfall, the climax 
ecosystem is the Tropical Rainforest or Wet Evergreen 
Forest. Though once extensive, the area of Rainforest 
has now dwindled to about 250,000 acres in a land area 
of about 3 million acres. 

In  the Dry Zone, that broad and extensive peneplain 
coverilig about 518 of the land area of the country, the 
natural climax ecosystem is the Dry Mixed Evergreen 
Forest. In  certain parts of the Dry Zone, notably in 
Bibile, Ekiriyankumbura and Amparai, there are large 
tracts of savannah vegetation containing scattered fire 
resistant trees (Aralu, Bulu, Nelli, Kahata, etc.) with a 
thick undergrowth of the inflamn~able grass, Illuk. 
The Dry Mixed Evergreen Forest is not primeval in the 
sense that, for example, parts of Sinharaja 
forest of the Wet Zone are, for in centuries past, 
almost all of the Dry Zone had at one time or  another 
been under agriculture, and the Dry Mixed Evergreen 
Forest that had since developed is the product of the 
slow, natural succession after the cultivations were 
abandoned. 

At the beginning of this century, the Dry Zone was 
extensively covered by forest. Selective exploitation 

of the better species (eg. Satin, Halmilla) was being carried 
out to supply tiinbcr for local consumption and export. 
111 the last few decades, selective exploitation was 
intensified, and shifting cultivation and the opening up 
of land for settlement and agricultural developnlent 
projects increased sharply. These activities have made 
severe inroads into the Dry Zone forests, and it is doubtful 
whether today therc is even a inillion acres of reasonably 
good natural forest in this zone. But if the areas of 
very low quality forest, the scr~~blands and the abandolled 
chenas are aggregated, they would together make up over 
double the extent of high forest. The degradation of the 
original forest ecosystem and its replacement by 
S C ~ L I ~ ,  etc. is due to human activity. 
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In the wet region of the highlands, the highforest 

climax ecosystenl has been preservcd over relatively 
large areas, notably in the Forest Reserves of Pid~lrutala~ala, 
Peak Wilderness, Agra Bopatalawa and Kikiliyamana. 
It was mainly because of an edict passed in 1850, that 
no forests at elevations of over 5,000 ft should be 
cleared that many of these upcountry forests remain to 
this day. These forests situated as they are in the 
highest elevations of the country are extremely 
important for protecting the watersheds of the major 
rivers. 

Three major ecosystems of Sri Lanka have been referred 
to above. Natural climax ecosystems such as these have 
a vital role to play in maintaining the stability of the 
environment. These ecosystems represent the balanced 
interaction between the biota (living things), the edaphic 
(soil) factors and the climate. When natural disasters 
strike and disrupt these systems, equilibrium is generally 
restored again in a few years. But man's activity 
where he has cleared enormous extents of forests in 
pursuit of development and carried out shifting cultivation 
and selective exploitation at an alarming rate 
particularly in the tropics, can in no way be compared 
to natural disasters. Such activities cause irretrievable 
damage t o  natural ecosystems over large areas. 
Here in Sri Lanka, uncontrolled clearing has resulted in 
the degradation of what were once highforest into 
scrublands, grasslands and other such inferior vegetation 
types. This type of misuse of land has alerted us to the 
imperative need to conserve what is left of our natural 
forests. How then does the forester solve the problem 
of retaining the forest or, rather, what is left of it, for 
protecting the environment on the one hand and exploiting 
i t  for the production of timber, fuelwood, etc., on the 
other? I t  must also be renlenlbered that, in preparing 
his programme of action, the forester has to work within 
the limitations imposed by natural and economic factors. 

Natural factors like climate and soil will determine 
the growth and reproduction of species, while economic 
factors will determine the financial limits to which the 
forester could go in planning his forestry activities. 



Current ,and Buture, Strategies , ,, ; , 
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* 
By forest conservation we do not mean the absolute 
proteetiom of the f~rest!(excbpt in very lin~ited areas). 
@opserv@iol\l, if i\ meapt,absol;i~~,prote~tion,~ would be a 
very'sterlle concept, and forestry would have no 
place as a profession, for all that would be required 
of a forester is, to ,p~1qqe*the~fo(rest. The essence of, \  
forestry is fo papqge the fy-,ests in,sucb a manner , 
that the$! would ble otoptimum,end sustained benetit to4 ., 
society; T,he,forester trainyd,ln all the !nullifarious 
Fdcets gf . fo~estry , (sil;~licuItuT&, utilization, forest 
pro,Le~t/~n, SO$,, sc~e~ce,, fpresi economics and so on) 

' 

BasL Cb stiike! a b'alance ,betweeh,$lle optimum benefit to 
society, botb ;braugh ,protection, of the environmellt 
and 'production:, of timber, , ' 

j [ ,  ,, 5 ., ; ,! 
F a t  'brp&d,fit@tegy shpbld tlie forester adopt in! 

regard t ~ ~ f o r e s p y  Ponservation and development in Sri 
Lanka? 'Lei us take in turn the three~climatic zolles 
ref'e-red to earlier. In tfie low coui~irjr and mid cou~ltry 

rnt about 750,000 acres ~ e k o n e  tlyre are at pres- 
of n8tullal':fdrest !in scattered block:, srt~ated mostly 
in sbepl~a'ild undcc6ssil?Ie terrain: Siace this-area 
re$g:sentg o'&ry,d -?my shall percentage of'the~land area 
of .the trcgidi3, ,and as the region i$ sasceptible $6 * 

cnvitibPinlf3fltal haz'apds like floods and'+soililer~sion, lt is 
absolutd~ hekesiary that thii's ' s~l~all ,  extent '~f  residual 
nati~ral'fotest~ be retai~ied'as: such withoar be~ng given 
over to any 'other F o ~ h  of' l a ~ d  4ttse.j However, this ' 

does not Imean that' t h ~ '  eiTtir&&ea df 250,000 acres 1 * 

shoti'lcP'~3be' bfl' u~tahched (/as a 'nature 'lreserve'., I ' 
Our country canilot afford this I~~xury. Except for ccrtailll 
clearly defined areas which could be absoluteby protected, 
cc;ifitcoikddeL11ag oo~ild be carried out ~u the rest,qf the , , - 
area, The system of timber has~estitsg ad~pted In the. ,. 
Wet Zone natucal forests, ideally conslsts of the telllllg 
of trees ~indiivid~slly selected for their size (as an Index 
of maturity) and ~ltiiily,value.~, .In this way, no mare than 
2 or 3, trees wc i?ehled, pep8acre. f ,  S01,table s ~ ~ v ~ c u l t ~ ~ l  
opexatio~s will, also1 have to be carried out to crbtaln 
regeneratiroll of ,the,ibetter specie2.i~ preference to tile 
Inferior onesi., In< thi6 lnethod.,c& farest management , 
(practised to,,perf,6ctIicm i n  Switze~lland), the .farest 
never be laid ba~ectat~any, , tme.~~, I I I I : J,  I -  
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The aatwral*6o,rests of, Sri Lanka, particdarly, tilose of 
the Wet Zone, contain,a large-amber of species of plants., 
that ~rcie~demlo,to*~the count+jr.(i.ei faund nowhere else i , 
ill tlze world)+ ,ainidi~ it is ~ofi ;he ,mtmask importance 8 I 

that* forest~y practices tihould in do way threaten the , ' 
cxl~ncb~m~ of kny suchi'speci'es. Certan lareas .of ,natural 
forcsts I(~nclrxd~%~gi ar~gsdd part of S~nharaja)., have r 8 i 

therefore' beela; set fapafir. as absolutely! protected reserves 
whcre no hllman lacti~i+yi of .any r icr'rrd! is permitted. 
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In the ?Vet Zbn+@fperk b alsd an'dxterrti~f about 200,000 
azes a1 decelid llahd, (tn :s&tf&@d> afesv) that wB 
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olicc under' forestfl?utlu now,trnder guss, &ern or scrub, 
rY'ic~8 of theso+. lands! !&re!9uH$~titg1JIe I for I permanent *agri- , 
culture, and aae liow u~~product~vz except for sporadic 
grazing by,a[qw head or c&tie oy,tiie,occas~oa~l cullivation 
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',$! I ii ~ ~ 7 1  ,pW~.ier~~~ghe, k, C! A. dk S. (1978) Why are Exotic Spe 
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of stliall plots mainly with manioc. The bull< of this 
area is therefore available for forestry development, 
and an intensive reforestalio:i programme, mainly wit11 
Pirzus caribaea, is being carried out. The Pinu3 plal~tatiolls 
are intended primarily for the paper industry. Pinus, 
like Teak and many other species used for reforestation 
in Sri Lanka, is not a plant that is indigenous to the 
country. The forester iq often taken to task for selecting 
exotic species for forestation in preference to indigenous 
ones. The question may be asked like this: "The 
indigenous forest trees grow majestically in the natural 
forests so why select ~ t h e r  alien species for reforestation 
in preference to the well adapted local ones?" A brief 
repiy,to this query will be attempted here but the author 
has Bi$en a more comprehensive answer in another 
paper. * 

What is' hot often appreciated is that the Tropical 
Rainforest, eyolved over millenia, and forming sucl~ a 
rich and coniplex ecosystem, is nevertheless a very 
delicately balanced system. The soils of rcgions such as 
the Wet Zone of Sri Lanka are inherently poor in plant 
nutrients, and the forest is sustained by a rapid absorption 
of thc plant nutrients released by the dccay of plant and 
animal debris, If such a For,est is felled and the area 
chena cultivated, in two ?ears or so the soil would have 
lost all the nutriept~ received,ft.om the chena bprn, 
and in this impoverished site, the trees of the highforest 
cannot get re-established. Hence, for reforestation of 
such sites, species that tolerate:,the ,degraded,condjtions 
will have to be selected. Pinus caribnea is one such 
specigs, and it ,i$ ~r~p,a,gated ,xidqly,ia tropical regions. 
Admittedly,' froq tile enyir6urne~;al and aesthetic point 
of view, it would haVe,Qeen preferabjelp have retained 
the natural forests; but pace, these ,ace, ,destroyed, 
raisipg forest plantations of adaptable.spe,cies is better tJiqn 
allowing these areas Jo rreinain in tixeib ,dardict condition. : 
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Turning our attention to, the Dry Zong,; this is the 
region where ,there will, be inaxinlum Pevelopment 
of bothagriculturc,andforestry in the future. It is esli~nated 
that the area of,!forest and scrublapd inithe Dry Zone 
is about $0 per cent of the land .area of the Zone. 
A good part of this area, will be used for dere10,pment within 
the next decade or so, and not more t.Izanitwolt~ three ,, 
million acres will eventuaIly be available for p- ~rnlanen t 
forestry. Since, tl~e,i~iueteen,fifties, itihas, been ipcre~ingly 
realize,dl that, ,the natuqal forests af !the ;pry!  lZonel. 5 ,  , , . 
whick,hsl$ at one time held the, wealth &of the timber I . ,  

resources of Lhe couptry, woj~ld not b,eableito continue to,{ 1 

serve, our timber,nezds otheelt than to supply, a small , 
fraction of tile, demand, Hence, the refo~estat~on 
progranqne that was going \on at a ,minuscule scale wa8 
rapidly expwded. At present, the rate of reforestatiod 
in the Dry, Tone is 15,000 to 20,000 acres each year, . , , I 
two-third of the extent being ip Teak. Alillost certainly8? 
the rate of, refo~estation with Teak will be increzsed, , 
in the @titre, (despite the teniporary pcobJe~~ica~i,~sed , , I ,. 
by the widespread dest~uction ,of Te&, pla~~tqtions by , I  . I 

elephants), and t l~e present plaotatioa estate oftabout q t . .  3 

160,000 acres will be gyeatly!expanddwithin3the:neat + 

few decades. Tiiz product~on from the planlatigas willt 

cies used f@r Fo~esta"ron~&conoMi.~ ~ e v i k b  41: 2-3. ' , !  

I ,  $ 1  i J ! ,,.l: - 1  > ' 1 ' , i  



be quite substantial. An indication of what could be 
expected is seen from the large stocks of Teak that have 
reached the market only from trees - most of which 
are well below optimum size - damaged during the 1978 
cyclone. 

With his preoccupation with refo~estatiol~ in the 
Dry Zone, the forester should not lose sight of the 
importance of retaining adequate areas of natural forest 
in the region. Without question, these natural forests 
arc more effective than plantations for conserving soil and 
water and stabilizing the environment, and moreover 
they are needed for protecting the indigenous gene pool. 
Eventually, it is cxpected that about 1.5 to 2 rnillio~l 
acres (including the areas of the National Parks) 
would be retained in natural forests in the dry Zone. 

The Montane Forests are best retained as such for 
environmental protection. However, li~liited extents 
have to be felled to supply the firewood needs of the 
area (including the demands of the tea factories), 
and the areas so felled are planted with high-yielding 
firewood species. But apart from the natural forests of 
the Montane Zone, there is considerable scope for 
developmental forestry in other areas of the upcountry 
and midcountry region. The Montane Grasslands or 
Patanas where there is littlc or no indigenous tree 
growth are excellent for afforestation with species of 
Pinus and Eucalyptus. Besidcs forming shelter-belts 
so badly needed in the Patana grasslands, the plantations 
established on the Patanas are highly productive 
(timber, fuelwood and pulp wood). In addition to thc 
Patanas, there are large tracts of derelict and totally 
unproductive tea plantations and these, too, are being 
transformed into plantations of great potential value. 

?he current foresfation programme, though considered 
adequate when it was drawn up some years ago, now 
needs to be expanded One of the areas that received very 
little attention in national forestation planning in the 
past, is the question of fuelwood supplies. That this 
should have been so despite the fact that over 90 per cent 
of households and many industries (eg. tea, bread, 
bricks and tiles, tobacco, etc.) use fuelwood, is due to the 
fact that the organized supply of fuelwood from State 
forests account for only a very small fraction of the demand. 
Rubberwood (from rubber estates being taken up for 
replanting), trees from private lands, agricultural 
residues and unrecorded collection from the State forests 
make up the vast bulk of the fuelwood that is consu~ned. 
Recently, two factors have brought into sharp focus the 
question of fuelwood supplies. One is the world fuel 
crisis which has, in Sri Lanka, dispelled any possibility 
of a mass scale switchover from fuelwood to oil. 
The other is the rapid depletion of natural forests and the 
largescale settlements associated with the 'Mahaweli 
Project, which will require that an organized fuelwoo$, 
resource be built up in an area where once the collection 
of fuelwood posed no problem. A national forestation 
programme for fuelwood production is therefore a matter 
of the greatest urgency, and it is in fact being accorded 
high priority by the authorities concerned. 

Conclusion 

It  is important that the public should understand 
and place in the correct perspective the role of forestry 
in national development. This is all the more important 
as, unlike in the case of agriculturc, the continuing 
benefits that society derives from sound forestry 
practices are not easy to appreciate fully. It is with 
this in mind that I have briefly outlined some of the 
criteria and strategies in regard to conservation and 
development in forestry. 
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