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Sri Lanka’s Rainforest Initiative

To assure the integrity of ecosystems and evolutionary processes—
not just for our tine, but in perpetuity.

The rainforests of the island of Sri Lanka contain an extraordinary variety
of plants and animals: so much so that together with the Western Ghats
of southwest India, Sri Lanka is considered to be one of only 25 global
biodiversity hotspots'-. Yet, the island’s rainforests (that contain most
of this diversity) have declined from ¢.16,800 km? two centuries ago, to
just 750 kim? today— i.e. to less than five percent of their former area.
To make matters worse, even the surviving rainforests are heavily
fragmented into more than 60 discrete ‘islands’, the largest three of which
account for 35 percent of Sri Lanka’s total rainforest area (see map).

Sri Lanka's rainforests are confined to its southwestern ‘wet zone’
(i.e. rainfall higher than 2,000 mm per year). Because of the abundance
of water for agriculture and industrialization, this is also the most densely
populated part of the country. The wet zone's population density of 655
people per km? is much higher than the national average of 298 per km?,
which is already the highest among the world’s biodiversity hotspots®.

Much of Sri Lanka’s phenomenal taxonomic diversity has been
discovered only through exploration and research conducted in the past
decade. Sadly, these studies have also shown that several extinctions
have occurred already, including at least two species of freshwater fishes!'s
and sixteen species of amphibians', Many other faunal and floral groups
have never been subjected to systematic exploration.

The Government of Sri Lankais determined to stop this irend. During
the past year, with assistance from international donors, we have

instituted several new measures, such

A Forest cover in Sri Lanka, demarcating
the south-western ‘wel zone' (f.e. annual
rainfall = 2,000 mm). The dry zone contains
rmuch more forest, though much poorer than
the wet zone in terms of biodiversity

&= A oclosc-up view of the south-western
west zone, showing the paveity of minforest,
amd the high degree of fragmentation.
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® Developing policies and revising leg-
islation relating to biodiversity, forestry,
nature-based tourism and ex situ conser-
vation with the intention of establishing
closer participation with local communi-
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Rainforest: the Sinharaja World Heritage Site.
fnset: flowers of Deona macrophylla, one of
. 30 species of Dipterocarpaceae endemic to
ari Lanka, as is the genus Pocna itself,

Perbrinchia sanguines, a freshwater crab
endemic to a few k' of the Kouckles hills,
This is one of four gencrs and 33 species of
freshwater crabs endemic to Sti Lanlka, 28 of
which have been discovered only in the past
decade: several more species remain Lo be
described.
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The study of Sri Lﬂnln 5 plants goes Back a
lonz way, as this title page from Linnacus's
Flora Zeylmrica (1747) shows, As a result of
thiz pienecring work—Linnacus's only
tropical flora—Sri Lanka fipured prominesntly
in bis Species Plamtaram (1753), which was
to become the [oundation of systematic
Botany. The specimens for Flora Zevlanica
wire collected o Sri Lanka by Paul Hermann
in the 16705,

WALDLEE HERMTACE THUST

The stark boundary between the ¢ 1,300 m
altitude Namunukula wmontane clowd-forest
and the sureounding tea plantations cxem-
plifics (he predicament of eainforest frapments
in Sri Lanka. The bare padches of tea show
the effect of almost 300 tons of soil per hectare
{on averace) being croded anoually over the
past century.

ties and NGOs, assuring sustainability and improving the quality of
engagement with the private sector;

e Developing strategies to cope with the social aspects of biodiversity
conservation, such as dealing with the human-elephant conflict and
facilitating sustainable access to non-timber forest produce by local
communities;

e Facilitating community and private-sector initiatives in sustainable
forestry so as to reduce the pressure of illegal harvesting on natural
forests;

e Promoting the ex sffu cultivation of plants used in traditional
{ayurvedic) medicine 50 as to reduce pressure on wild stocks

e Demarcating 13,000 km of forest boundaries so as to minimize
problems of encroachment;

e Commencing worlk on a National Institute of Biodiversity to serve
as a focal point for biodiversity research in the country; and

e Developing participatory management plans for as many forests as
possible,

However, we recognize that this is not enough. Sri Lanka’s
rainforests, and the unique biodiversity they contain, continue to face
grave and urgent threats that can only be addressed through intensive
scientific research, effective management systems and significant
investment of money and
effort. We realize that the
depredation caused to our
nation’s biodiversity after
two centuries of unres-
trained abuse cannot ever be

Sri Lanka Biodiversity Overview

Mo. of %
species  endemic

Flowering plants™ c. 3,100 € 27

Reptiles™ 173 47
reversed. And we know that | Birds" (resident) 227 12
however well we ‘protect’ EFGQS“ E c 150 e gg
our remaining forests, bio- B:ﬁf’;:;[;':ﬁ s ggi 13
diversity will continue to be | Dragonfiies® 17 44
lost unless we address the | Land snails® c. 300 ¢ 90

Pitifarius fermoralis, a tree Brog endenic 1o Sri
Lanka's montiane cloud forests. As at 1995, only
35 species of amphibians were kngwn [rom S
Lanka. An island-wide survey between 1993
and 2001 howewver, served to discover an
extragrdinary diveesity among the feogs,
cspecially teee-feogs of the geous Pirifandus,
Iesearchers now estimate that the island's frop
fauna {including extinet species known only
from old muoscom eollections), creepds 150
species, Most Phrilaufes are ‘direct-<levelopers':
i they lay thelr egps not Inowater, but among
leaf litter on the minforest Roor, The cooes hatch
directly inlo froglets, bypassing the aguatic
tadpole stage that other ‘conventional’ frops
underio,

A nest of Amgurdfus simoni, the only living
representative of the ant sublamily Aneu-
relinae, which is endemic to Sri Lonka. The
species is known from only twe small rain-
forest [ragments; should it be lost here, one of
the waorld’s 11 subfamilics of ants, whose clos-
st lknowvn relatives date back 30 million years,
will have been lost forever,
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The kand-snail genus Acaons is endemic to S
Lanlsa. & 'Gondwanan relict', its closest living
relatives ocour in South  America,
Southwestern Africa, Madagascar, the Sey-
chelles and Eastern Australia— a reminder
that until about 150 million yvears ago, these
land-masses were joined together in the
supercontingnt Gondwana,

A recent survey of Sri Lanka’s terrestrial
shails sevved to uncover more than 50 new
species, taking the sland’'s total snail fauna
to ¢. 300 species. More than 90% of these
species are endemic to Sri Lanka, and the vast
majority of them restricted to rainforests,

Known as Serendip to ancient Greeee, Sri
Lanka has been for millennia the focus of a
thriving spice trade. (L-f} cinnamon, black
pepper and cardamaom (Cinmamom Fer,
Piper pigroon and Elettaria cardamomin),
all indigenous to Sri Lanka's vainforests; wild
cinmamen is endemic 1o the island. Lured by
spices, the Porluguese began the colonization
of 5ri Lanka in 1505— an occupation that was
to continue under the Dutch and later the
British, for almost 450 years until In-
dependence in 1948,

underlying threats. We are therefore readying ourselves to face a new
challenge and moving towards a new paradigm—{o assure the integrity
of vital ecosystems and evolutionary processes, not just for our time,
but in perpetuity.

What then, are the problems that confront Sri Lanka’'s rainforests
and their biodiversity? As we understand them today, the most pressing
issues are as follows —

Loss of habitat. The extremely high human-population densities in the
wet zone and continued population increase represents an escalating
threat to remaining forest fragments. Thus there is an urgent need to
identify and inventorize all remaining forest fragments, rank them
according to their importance to biodiversity conservation and level of
threat, bestow appropriate conservation status on them and develop
management plans to ensure their integrity.

Fragmentation. The continuous attrition caused by ‘island effects’ will
in the long-term lead inevitably to the loss of biodiversity in forest {rag-
ments. This can only be addressed by urgent baseline studies and
inventorying of the existing biodiversity, followed by continuous moni-
toring and intensive manage-

ment, especially to assure the | Sri Lanka at a Glance (2001}
survival of point-endemic 1. Land area {km?) 65,232
: x - 2. Population (millions) 18.5

species restricted to particular 5 GNP (o fapita, i USD) o
habitat fragments. Fragments | 4. Life expectancy (years) 725

pa y. st IT‘.ES 6. Forestarea (km%) 20,400
should be linked through | 7 protected area” kma) 8,000
suitable habitat corridors and | 8 Hainforestarea” (km?) 750
. z : : 2 8. Mangrove area’ (km?) a0
stepping stones’. Further, the | 10, wetiand area” xm?) &0
boundaries of forest frag- :12 - laqﬂdwqterma“ (km?) ; 2,900

. : . Biediversily consenation stal 4,250
ments must be ﬁx:[en(lecl S085 | 43" Biodiv. cons. budget (rn USE)" e
to increase their area and
minimize external threats, i

4 Million USD; excludes capital expenditare and QDA

Primates cndemic 1o 5n Lanka —

Abope; Purple-faced leaf monkeys, Seming-
pithecus vetulus. Restricted almost entively to
rainforests, three subspecies are reeoghised
from the island’s different ecoregions.

Below: togue [an archaic word for ‘bonnet’]
maonkeys, one of the few endemic species
abundant in all forested parts of S Lanka,

SN LITAMAGE
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The pitcher plant, MNepentites distitlotoria;
dependent on this endemie rainforest plant is
a mosguito, the larvae of which are adapted
to life in the acdic liquid that collects in the
pitchier

&ri Lanka’s national bird, the endemic Sri
Lanka jungle fowl (Gallus lafarentii), isa
comman inhabitant of rainforests. Al least 23
bird species are endemic to the island: a
systematic comparizon of S Lanka’s resident
avifauna with that of southem India is likely
o demonstrate however, that endemicily is in
fagt much higher.

Buffer Zones. All 5ri Lanka's rainforest fragments are sutrounded by
agricultural land, and lack effective habitat buffers. The establishment of
buffer zones through the provision ol incentives Lo landowners Lo restore
and reforest their lands is an urgent need. This is especially important
also because of the high use of pesticides and herbicides in Sri Lanka
and because clear-cutting of forest continues to be a problem.

Inventory. The National Institute of Biodiversity is being established to
serve as a center for taxonomic studies, maintain biodiversity inventories
and GIS, and to serve as the national bio-repository. During the past
decade, ad fioc research initiatives by individuals and NGOs have
demonstrated that Sri Lanka’s biodiversity is much higher than was
previously thought (see box on p. 2). However, the diversities of several
important groups of animals, including insects such as ants, beetles,
termites and moths, have never been assessed. Ferns and mosses were
last “assessed’ more than a century ago. While many species remain to be
discovered, large numbers of species have disappeared even before they
could be formally named: this is especially worrying as the island contains
several important ‘point-endemic’ species, such as the ant Aneurefus
simoni, the only surviving member of the subfamily Aneuretinae!®. It is

Ongoing Initiatives

®  Sulfur content of diesal will be halved by January 2003 {leaded gasoline was
discontinued in mid-2002).

®  AS10 million fund is being established for empowering communities living in
the buffer zones of protected areas 1o develop sustainable livelihoods.

®  The boundaries of all protected areas (c. 13,000 km) are being demarcated.
®  Public-private and community parinerships are being actively encouraged.

® Carbon trading mechanisms are being enabled so as to encourage appro-
priate energy and forest-sector projects.

®  Aframework plan for biodiversity conservation is in place and being imple-
mented, as are policies for wildlife conservation and environment,

®  Exsilu conservation is being enabled through special legislation,

The blue magpie, Lrocisse ornata, is endemic
to &ri Lanka's lowland rainforests...

Abgver the 32 ka® Horton Plaing Mational Park (>
2,100 m as ) contains some of Soi Lanka's Iag)
remaining tropicil morlane cload forest (TMOFs),
Hundreds of plant and animal species are endemic to
this habitut, fucing mounting pressure from doeens of
aficn invasive spectes. Below: spreading crowns of
the specialised TMOF tree, Caloplyvdinne walkerl, an
endemic adapted to deriving wazer feom mist.



42 of Sri Lanks’'s B2 terrestrial snake species
are endemic, including the green pit-viper,
Trimeresuris frigonocephalus. Some 600,000
snakebites occur anmally, 1% of them fatal: a
world high. Although only five snake species
are fatally venomous, high mortality has
resulted in snakes being killed at sight, with
serious consequences for their conservation.

FMOVERS MOLET

Rhinoplis dronmondhavl, one of 15 species
of this fossorial group (Uropeltidae) of snakes
found in Sri Lanka, all but one of which are
endemic to the island.

Seven of Sri Lanka’s ¢. 20 species of gecloes,
inchuding this rainforest specics, Gecloella
friedries, are endemic to the island; several
species remain to be described.

particularly important to avoid conservation activity being focused only
on charismatic animals such as mammals and birds, especially as less
obvious faunas and floras are often more at risk'”. Additionally, the study
of biodiversity of the rainforest canopy, which is in many parts of the
tropics among the richest harbors of biodiversity, has barely begun. Much
remains to be discovered: an much more is there to be conserved.

Invasive organisms. Alien invasive species pose an urgent and immediate
threat to Sri Lanka's biodiversity. This is most clearly seen in aquatic
habitats, where African tilapia fishes introduced in the 1950s (together
with ¢. 30 other fish and mollusk species)'®, have completely altered
aquatic communities. Additionally, forests, aquatic ecosystems and
agriculture are threatened by over 300 exotic plant species that are
invasive to varying degrees’. Given this background, the maintenance of
the integrity of ecosystems is a formidable challenge.

Poverty. The Government of Sri Lanka recognizes that the reduction of
poverty is the key to improving environmental quality. Likewise, the
threats to forest ecosystems too, are directly linked to poverty. For
example, over 50 percent of Sri Lanka’s homes (12 million of its people)
still use firewood as their primary fuel, although almost no firewood is
cultivated. Sri Lanka also has the highest population density of the
world’s biodiversity hotspots, and its population is growing at ¢. 1.7
percent per year'®. This inevitably leads to more demand for land.
Initiatives to improve the quality of life of people living in proximity to
forests are therefore a key to effective long-term conservation.

A solution. The Rainforest Initiative was instituted to generate
international awareness of Sri Lanka's unique and fast-disappearing
rainforest biodiversity, and to underline the Government’s determination
urgently to address this crisis. We recognize that our nation’s biodiversity,
of which we are sovereign custodians, is the common heritage of
mankind. It is also gravely at risk. We must, therefore, develop closer
engagement and collaboration across a wide field of disciplines and
interests to address the urgent issues that confront us, and work towards
preserving this gravely endangered treasure for generations yet to come.

|
|
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Lizards of the agamid genus Ceratoplrara, such
as C, aspere here, have bizarme rostral appen-
dages. Five species are known feom this penos,
which is cndemic to 56 Lanka's rainforests,

WiLDUFE HERITAGE TRRAST

The sole surviving representatives of two
penera of agamid lizards endemic to Sri
Lanka's rainforests. The live-bearing Cophalis
ceylanica (abowve), is restricted to the montane
cloud forests of the central hills, while
Lyrigcephalus scutatns is found only in
lowland rain forests.



WAOLST CITACE TRLET

q"ﬁ* e : . - _
Sritawkamys elifensis, an endemic genus and
species of mouse restricted to high-altitude (e
2,000 m a.s.l) cloud forests. The small
mammals of Sri Lanka, including the mice and

shrews, are yet to be systematically explored,

The leopard, Pandhera pardus, is the top
carnivore in Sri Lanka's rainforests. Though
they are protected and occur almopst every-
where in 5 Lanka, leepards continue to be
hunted illegally for their skin and mgat.

-

Despite Sri Lanka’s freshwater fishes being
“well kmown® thanks to many specics being part
of the international ornamentals trade, new
species continue to be discovered, These
include several ‘point-cndemics’—species
restricted 1o a sinple locality. These fishes are
each restricted to a total range of less than ¢
3 km', an indication of the threat they face
from habitat degradation; they were all
discovered during the past two decades.

a: Puntius srilankensis; be £ asoka; ¢ 1
bandula, d: Dario pathivena,
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ELIDESH BATUAATTA

Nessia monodactylo: the imbless skinks of the
erdemic Sri Lankan genus Nessia form a
remarkable radiation of cight species in Sri
Lanka’s rainforests, Two genera and 22 of the 28
skink species on the islmd are endemic,

IETH AT M

Krombefsictus nordenag, an cndemic genus
and species of sphecid wasp that lives in
branches of the endemic rainforest tree
Humboldtia laurifolia. This species is
remarkable for being the only sphecid wasp
progressively 1o feed its larvae, and to do so
with pollen, rather than paralyzed prey, as do
all other sphecid wasps.

BERCLSRD [ ARRERA

The Blue Cakleal, Kallimea philarchos. Both
the butterfly and its food plant, a species of
Strobilantfes, arc endemic to S Lanka.

PEAA CORETL AFLEA PLIERS,
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