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Executive Summary

Executive Summary
Problems and Issues in forest management system of Sri Lanka: Deforestation and forest
degradation have become serious environmental issues faced by Sri Lanka today. Forest
management system of Sri Lanka has been based on 'command and control' approach, while
almost 98 per cent of the natural forests are owned and managed by the two state agencies,
namely the Forest Department (FD) and the Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWLC).
The present system shows a limited involvement of local communities as stakeholders in
forest management. It is vital that the society sees the economic benefits of forest conservation,
in order to conservation being more meaningful and long lasting. Forest-based ecotourism, a
non-consumptive, market-based approach to forest utilization has received a foremost position,
due to its prospective economic and environmental benefits.
Objectives and approach of the study: The study aims to identify the main problems and
issues that demand policy attention in developing forest-based ecotourism in Sri Lanka, to
identify the existing management approaches of forest-based ecotourism, followed by an
evaluation of their strengths and weaknesses, to review policies and legislation relevant to the
development of forest-based ecotourism and to recognize existing policy gaps in addressing
the identified issues. Finally, it presents key policy implications and recommendations for
promoting ecotourism as a sustainable tool for forest conservation in Sri Lanka. The study
makes use of data and information gathered through focus group discussions, key informant
interviews and secondary information sources.
Ecotourism principles fit into sustainable principles of forest management: The International
Ecotourism Society (TIES) defines ecotourism as 'responsible travel to natural areas that conserves
the environment and improves the well-being of local people'. Accordingly, ecotourism
specifically concerns the community as an important stakeholder of the businesses, and thereby
plays a role in uplifting the well-being of local communities. It contributes to conservation of
forest resources, apart from minimizing the negative impacts on natural environment, where it
takes place. Maintaining socio-cultural integrity of the areas is also specifically concerned.
Environmental education is a necessary component of ecotourism, which could generate
awareness, attitude and encouragement towards forest conservation among the visitors as
well as the host communities. Accordingly, ecotourism is viewed as an important tool for
forest management, wherever potential exists.
Sri Lanka possesses an enormous potential and prospects for the development of forestbased ecotourism: The global ecotourism market is growing at a rapid rate, which would
create opportunities for countries with distinct natural environments. Sri Lanka, together with
iv
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Western Ghats in India, is listed as one of the world's 25 biodiversity hotspots and possesses
a natural advantage for development of forest-based ecotourism. However, ecotourism in Sri
Lanka is still at its infancy. The tourism industry of Sri Lanka at present is looking for avenues
of product differentiation, where forest-based ecotourism can be expected to receive foremost
attention. In addition, with the recent initiative on promoting Sri Lanka as the Tourism Earth
Lung Destination, the forestry sector is expected to receive prime attention which will
subsequently have positive spill-over effects on the development of forest-based ecotourism.
Forestry sector is also now paying attention in getting local communities involved in forest
management, which would be an encouraging sign for development of forest-based ecotourism.

Key Issues and Challenges in Forest-based Ecotourism in Sri Lanka
There is lack of awareness and understanding on benefits of ecotourism among relevant
stakeholders. Ecotourism in most of the cases, is viewed as synonymous with conventional
nature tourism. Lack of understanding on the distinct features of ecotourism undermines its
potential benefits for environmental conservation and economic development at local level. It
also has implications on the design and development and in offering true ecotourism products.
Sufficient recognition has not been paid by the resource owners on win-win benefits of
ecotourism as a tool for conservation and in deriving economic benefits. In addition, due to
unawareness, community objections have been experienced by some of the private ecotourism
operators.
Bringing together the resource owning state agencies and the private entrepreneurs in forestbased ecotourism is a challenge. The natural forest resources of the country are legally owned
and managed by the two state agencies the FD and the DWLC. Carrying out ecotourism as a
business is outside the scope and mandate of both the agencies, as per present forestry policy
and legislation. Besides, the agencies do not have required skills and capital to carry out
ecotourism. The private sector possesses the required skills, investment capability, links with
tourism networks and previous experience in tourism, which is advantageous for promoting
ecotourism. Thus, bringing the two stakeholders together in developing the forest-based
ecotourism is at present a challenging, but an achievable task.
There is no coordinated effort among the relevant government stakeholders of ecotourism:
The resource managing agencies have not given enough emphasis to favourable benefits of
ecotourism, particularly on the contribution it can make for conservation. From the tourism
sector also, there is no national level initiative to promote ecotourism. Since ecotourism has
both environment and tourism components in it, coordinated activities are necessary for
developing ecotourism. However, at present the environment and tourism agencies are
operating within their boundaries with minimal or no coordination. In addition, conflicts exist
between the resource managing state agencies and the private sector.
v
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Some businesses are presenting themselves as ecotourism, without complying with true
ecotourism practices: Globally, there is an increasing demand for ecotourism. In order to reap
the benefits of this lucrative market segment, some tourism businesses which are engaged in
conventional nature tourism or mass tourism, market their products as ecotourism. This creates
a mismatch between the demanded products and the actual products offered and thereby loss
of trust among ecotourists. Instances have been reported in Sri Lanka, where such false
businesses have failed due to the inability of operators to maintain trust of the tourists. Such
instances lead to spoil Sri Lanka's image as a future ecotourism destination.
Education services provided to the tourists on environmental and socio-cultural aspects of
the area are not up to the standards: There are a few ecotourism businesses that have succeeded
in providing quality education to the ecotourists. However, it is a common feature of most
ecotourism businesses that interpretation services are not at a standard to create a positive
environmental awareness among the tourists. Poor interpretation services undermine expected
benefits of ecotourism in generating a conservation attitude and understanding on the natural
and cultural aspects of the attraction. Also, poor interpretation services result in dissatisfaction
among the ecotourists.

Gaps in present policy and legislative framework for development of forest-based
ecotourism
There is no agreed definition on ecotourism among resource managing agencies and tourism
agencies: Having a shared vision and a common definition on ecotourism is important in
promoting the country as an ecotourism destination. The DWLC does not acknowledge the
community as an important stakeholder in tourism activities as well as in the management of
forest areas held by it. The FD in its policy has not placed sufficient emphasis on providing
quality education services to tourists. As per present forestry legislation, there are no provisions
to invest tourism income back in conservation activities. The tourism agencies of the country
are following the internationally accepted TIES definition of ecotourism.
In environment policies, ecotourism has not been recognized as a tool for forest conservation
and generating economic benefits: Although the term ecotourism is used in certain instances,
the term does not denote the actual ecotourism, but used as a synonym for nature tourism. The
policies basically aim at promoting nature tourism and enough emphasis is not paid on
development of ecotourism. Conceptual vagueness could lead to conflicts in actual
implementation. There is a policy level need to recognize ecotourism as a means for contributing
conservation, by the resource managing agencies, the FD and the DWLC.
The present legislative framework is not comprehensive enough to provide legal regulations
for ecotourism: Since ecotourism takes place in fragile natural environments and socio-cultural
vi
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set-ups, a legal framework should be in place to assure the sustainability. Present environment
and tourism policies are not adequate enough to address the issues of possible negative
environmental and socio-cultural impacts of ecotourism. The Environment Act provides legal
regulations for only mass tourism activities, where small-scale tourism activities including
ecotourism are ignored.
Present policy and legal framework shows barriers for active private sector and community
involvement: The FD does not have legal provisions to create legal partnerships with local
communities and the private sector. Although the Forest Policy highlights the involvement of
local communities and the private sector in forest management, the Forest Ordinance does not
provide provisions for creating such partnerships, which are necessary in forest-based
ecotourism. The DWLC also have lack of legal provisions in getting local communities involved
in their management activities.

Key Policy Implications and Recommendations
Establishing well-coordinated mechanism among the tourist agencies and environment
agencies should receive high policy priority: At ministerial level, this could be facilitated
through an inter-ministerial committee to identify the existing conflicts among tourism policies
and initiatives with environment policies. In actual implementation of the policies, the agencies
coming under the MENR and the MoT will have to work in close coordination. The Sri Lanka
Tourism Development Authority (SLTDA) - formally known as the Sri Lanka Tourist Board
(SLTB) can take the lead in this regard.
Assignment of clear roles for relevant stakeholders should be considered essential: The
MENR, MoT and the agencies coming under the two ministries can play the roles of formulation
of required rules and guidelines, setting required standards, effective law enforcement,
monitoring and facilitation. The SLTDA can also play a crucial role of effective marketing of
ecotourism. The private sector will have to play an important role in managing the businesses
as entrepreneurs. The NGOs can play the role of assisting local communities in carrying out
ecotourism and facilitate achievement of community benefits. Role of Provincial Councils are
also important in allocating resources effectively for the development of ecotourism at local
level.
Gaps in the present policy and legal framework should be eliminated to support development
of ecotourism: Having a common vision towards ecotourism should be considered as an
important initial step, to avoid possible conflicts in policy formulation and implementation. It
is high time to implement the draft ecotourism policy. The present legislations do not provide
necessary legal provisions to address issues related to ecotourism. Thus, implementation of
the policy has necessarly to be coupled with a formulation of comprehensive legal framework
vii
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for ecotourism. In addition, revisions have to be made in the forestry sector legislations, to
eliminate barriers in implementing ecotourism principles. Such revisions should focus on
getting private sector and community involvement in ecotourism, benefit sharing and allowing
investment of tourism income in conservation.
Enhancing private sector participation in forest-based ecotourism should be enhanced: An
important change that has to be made to the present law enforcement system of forest
management is to take necessary measures to enhance private sector and community
participation. Partnering with the private sector is a prerequisite in forest-based ecotourism,
since the resource managing agencies (FD and DWLC) do not have experience in managing
tourism. Private entrepreneurs can engage in ecotourism, under the rules and regulations
imposed by the state, in order to avoid possible negative consequences. Private-public
partnerships can play an important role with regard to this.
Need to prepare a database on potential forest sites and other natural sites which can be
developed as ecotourism sites: The preparation of a list of potential ecotourism sites should
consider the socio-cultural, physical and environmental aspects regarding a particular site.
Such an initiative has to be taken essentially by environment and tourism agencies, in consultation
with local communities.
Establishment of a certification program of ecotourism businesses: This would be important
to ensure that existing businesses are adhering to true ecotourism principles, and genuine
ecotourism products are offered. This will help to develop and maintain Sri Lanka's image as
a future ecotourism destination in the future and give businesses a competitive advantage.
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Introduction

1. Introduction
Forests provide an array of both market and non-market benefits to the society. However, economic
development and continued population growth have made facilitation of sustainable uses of forest resources, a challenging task (Lindberg et al., 1997). Rapid rate of deforestation and forest degradation have
become critical environmental problems in Sri Lanka over the past few decades (MENR, 2003). The
natural dense forest cover of Sri Lanka was around 80 per cent of the total land area at the beginning of the
20th century. It has been reduced to nearly 22 per cent by 1999. It shows that the existing 'command and
control' approach of forest management in Sri Lanka, has not been effective in controlling deforestation
and ensuring sustainability of natural forests.
Forest conservation is meaningful and long lasting, if the society sees the economic benefits of conserving
forests. Market-based approaches of forest utilization have become more popular among the alternative
approaches in the recent past. In this backdrop, being a non-consumptive means of utilization of forest
resources (Wunder, 1999), ecotourism, based on natural forests receives a prominent place among alternative market-based approaches. Forest-based ecotourism is a non-land based model of sustainable forest
management, which is built upon recreation services provided by the forests (Yong, 1995; Lindberg et al.,
1997).
According to the definition presented by the International Ecotourism Society (TIES) in 1990, ecotourism
means "responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment and improves the well-being of
local people". Accordingly, it provides long-term benefits to the natural resource as well as to local
communities (Wight, 1993). Ecotourism emphasizes sustenance of local communities; therefore, it is an
important tool of income diversification and poverty reduction (Tisdell, 2003). Morever, ecotourism is
capable of generating in-time financial resources, which can be utilized in self-financing forest conservation activities. Education is an important and explicit element of ecotourism. It improves environmental
awareness and understanding among visitors as well as among host communities. Hence, the principles of
ecotourism are very much in harmony with the principles of sustainable forest management.
Ecotourism is one of the fastest growing segments in the global tourism industry (Tisdell, 2003). Therefore,
opportunities are on the rise for tourism destinations with high natural and cultural attractions. Sri Lanka,
being blessed with splendid and diverse forests, wild life resources as well as a rich cultural heritage, has
significant potential to be developed as an ecotourism destination. Sri Lanka, together with Western Ghats
of India has been recognized as one of the world's 25 biodiversity hotpots (Myers et al., 2000). Having
endowed with a wide-ranging ecological and favourable climatic diversity in a small island, Sri Lanka
carries unique advantages for ecotourism. This enormous potential has been made evident by a number of
site-specific research studies (Maelge & Ranasinghe, 2002; Punchihewa, 2006; Ratnayake, 2007). Nature
tourism has been in place in Sri Lanka for decades. However at present, Sri Lanka performs far below its
potential in ecotourism (Ratnayake, 2007). Its progress has so far been slow and forest-based ecotourism
is still at its infancy.
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Since ecotourism has concerns on natural environment, well-being of local people, visitor satisfaction and
socio-cultural aspects in the area, it is vital that development of ecotourism is supported with a comprehensive policy and legal framework (Fennel and Dowling, 2003). Moreover, clear regulations, strategies
and action plans should be in place since ecotourism is a vast business domain which has wider social and
ecological impacts in an economy (Seema et al., 2006). The Oslo Statement of Ecotourism argues that
although many governments have developed ecotourism strategies, not all have been well integrated into
mainstream tourism and environmental policies, or supported by action (TIES, 2007). In certain instances,
little has been accomplished by the governments to actively stimulate policy development (Fennel and
Dowling, 2003).
The policies and legislations should be in place to give clear authority and responsibility to various
stakeholders of ecotourism. Alternatively, the policies regarding ecotourism management has to recognize
and acknowledge the issues relevant to different management approaches. For instance, when dealing
with community-based ecotourism, general ecotourism policies may not be adequate (Wunder, 1999).
Furthermore, increasing environmental awareness and changing consumer behaviour require responsive
policies on ecotourism (Yong, 1995). From a policy perspective, it is very crucial to identify the extent to
which economic development and forest conservation measures are addressed by the ecotourism and
related environment and tourism policies.
With regard to development of nature tourism in Sri Lanka, Steele et al., (1998) presents key recommendations for formulating a nature tourism strategy, which highlights future priorities to increase marketing and
promotion, environmental benefits, economic and employment benefits of nature tourism, etc. Ratnayake
(2007) identifies the major challenges for the development of ecotourism in Sri Lanka. However, little has
been accomplished to address the issues at policy level in relation to developing ecotourism in Sri Lanka.
Moreover, little or no research has been conducted on the subject of ecotourism as a possible tool in
sustainable forest management. The present study intends to shed light on the said research gap with
regard to policy level issues of forest-based ecotourism development.

1.1 Objectives
The objectives of the study are:

2

•

To identify main problems and issues that demand policy level interventions in
developing forest-based ecotourism in Sri Lanka,

•

To identify the existing management approaches to forest-based ecotourism, followed by a review of strengths and weaknesses of each approach,

•

To review policies and legislation relevant to forest-based ecotourism and to recognize existing policy gaps in addressing the identified issues, and

•

To provide key policy implications and recommendations in promoting ecotourism
as a sustainable tool for forest conservation in Sri Lanka.

Research Design

1.2 Organization of the Report
The next section of the paper presents the research design of the study. The conceptual framework of
ecotourism is presented in the third section, while the fourth section deals with the position of ecotourism
in the global tourism industry. The section that follows discusses the potential in the forestry sector and
prospects from the tourism sector for the development of ecotourism in Sri Lanka. The sixth section briefly
discusses the situation of forest-based nature tourism in Sri Lanka. Current situation of forest-based
ecotourism is assessed in the seventh section. The subsequent section identifies the problems and issues
in developing forest-based ecotourism. The review of policies and legislations relevant to ecotourism is
presented in the ninth section. The last section provides key policy implications and recommendations for
development of ecotourism as a sustainable tool for forest management.

2. Research Design
The study is primarily based on the case study approach to analyze present status and issues of forest-based
ecotourism in Sri Lanka. Focus Group Discussions (FGD) were conducted in selected locations to gather
required information for case study development. The focus groups included individuals who are involved
in ecotourism in particular locations, members in community-based ecotourism societies, village level
leaders, beneficiaries etc. The selection of forest-based ecotourism sites is based on the type of management approach adopted. Accordingly, FGDs were conducted in
(a)

Walathwewa in Kurunegala district - Ranpathwila Ecotourism site (represents the communitybased approach of forest-based ecotourism).

(b)

Ilukkumbura in Matale district (represents a case where a resource managing agency, the Forest
Department (FD) initiated ecotourism project).

In addition, FDGs were conducted in two forest-based nature tourism sites, to gather relevant information,
which may be useful in promoting ecotourism in such locations. The sites include,
(a)

Kudawa in Ratnapura district - represents a forest-based nature tourism site, based on the
Sinharaja World Heritage (SHG), managed by the FD,

(b)

Kirinda in Hambantota district - represents a forest-based nature tourism site, based on the
Yala National Park (YNP), managed by the Department of Wildlife Conservation (DWLC).

In addition, key informant interviews were conducted with the key persons from environment and tourism
sectors in Sri Lanka (Annex 1), to gather their perception in relation to ecotourism development. The key
informants represent government agencies, NGOs and private sector organizations involved in forest-based
ecotourism or nature tourism. The case study on privately managed ecotourism businesses was developed
based on the interviews conducted with private ecotourism business operators and local communities and
secondary information sources. Finally, policies and legislation pertaining to development of forest-based
3
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ecotourism in Sri Lanka were reviewed in order to identify the policy gaps in addressing the present
problems and issues. The review is based on the sustainable principles of ecotourism, presented in the
following section.

3. Ecotourism: Conceptual Framework
Ecotourism is widely recognized as a means to derive economic benefits from natural forest resources.
From an economic point of view, the total economic value of forest resources may comprise of direct use
values (either extractive or non-extractive), indirect use values (ecosystem services), option values (willingness to pay for conservation) and non-use values (existence value). Ecotourism falls under the category of
non-extractive, direct use value. Ecotourism can be viewed as an important incentive for forest protection.
Research studies based on tropical forests show that the benefits of ecotourism and other sustainable uses
have the ability to outweigh the costs of conservation (Gossling, 1999).
Among different types of tourism, ecotourism is often viewed as a subset of nature tourism. Conceptually,
ecotourism is composed of several key features, which make it distinctive from other forms of tourism,
including nature tourism (Box 3.1). As per the definition presented by the TIES, the principles of ecotourism
include the following:
•

Minimize impact on nature and culture

•

Build environmental and cultural awareness and respect

•

Provide positive experiences for both visitors and hosts

•

Provide direct financial benefits for conservation

•

Provide financial benefits and empowerment for local people

•

Raise sensitivity to host countries' political, environmental, and social climate

Box 3.1
Nature Tourism Vs Ecotourism
Conceptually, the term ‘nature tourism’ implies any form of tourism that relies primarily on the
natural environment for its attractions or settings. Ecotourism is often viewed as a subset of nature
tourism. From a sustainable point of view, nature tourism focuses on minimizing negative impacts to
the natural environment concerned. However, nature tourism activities are always not sustainable. In
practice, nature tourism can result in negative impacts on natural environments and socio-cultural
aspects of the site. Ecotourism also takes place in natural environments. However, in contrast to
nature tourism, ecotourism necessarily adheres to its sustainable principles (Weaver, 2001) and is
viewed as essentially a sustainable form of tourism. In actual implementation, both nature tourism
and ecotourism can have elements of other forms of tourism, such as adventure tourism and cultural
tourism (See Annex 2 for definitions).
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Accordingly, ecotourism aims to extend positive impacts through a special focus on conservation, providing benefits to host communities and education to visitors. Thus in sustainable terms, ecotourism goes
beyond other forms of tourism. Ecotourism lies in the sustainable development framework, since it aims
to achieve social and environmental goals in addition to economic goals (Figure 3.1). In practice, the
success of ecotourism depends on the extent to which the ecotourism principles are translated from
concept to reality. Not properly incorporating the ecotourism principles into concept formulation, planning, design, development, operation and marketing of the product, has made some of the ecotourism
operations in the world unsustainable (Wight, 1997). Thus, implementation of sustainable principles of
is very crucial for the success of any ecotourism business.

Figure 3.1
Sustainable Ecotourism Values and Principles Model
Social Goals




Community
benefits
Participation
o Planning
o Education
o Employment

Economic Goals

COMMUNITY
BASED
ECONOMICS




Economic benefits
to locals
Economically viable
industry

SUSTAINABLE
ECOTOURISM

• Long-term benefits
 Long term
• Moral / ethical

benefits
responsibility
Moral / ethical
• responsibility
Enlightenment
ENVIRONMENT
Enlightenment ENVIRONMENT
ECONOMIC
ECONOMIC
CONSERVATION
INTEGRATION
WITH EQUITY
INTEGRATION







Resource benefits
No resource degradation
Supply oriented management
Acceptance of resource values

Environmental Goals
Source: Wight (1993).
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Ecotourism could play an important and promising role in forest management. Ecotourism, in contrast to
mass tourism is a small-scale, low-density market segment (Muller, 2000), and thus creates minimum
disturbances to forest ecosystems. While forest-based nature tourism may minimize impacts on natural
Identification of the Poor in Sri Lanka

environment, ecotourism actively contributes to environmental conservation. This is supported by the fact
that ecotourists usually represents a special segment, with above average incomes and higher education
(Muller, 2000). They have a high willingness to pay for certain unique experiences with minimum ecocultural footprint (Seema et al., 2006). Hence, ecotourism presents a significant potential for reaping
benefits of biodiversity conservation and sustainable use of forest resources (Wood, 2002). It creates
benefits for local communities, thus providing incentives for their meaningful participation in forest
conservation. This is primarily important in the context, such as in Sri Lanka, where local communities are
less dependent on forest products as a source of livelihood. In addition, environmental awareness and
education provided by ecotourism creates right attitudes in the society at local, national and international
level. Accordingly ecotourism, if properly planned and implemented in line with its principles, is fully
compatible with forest conservation goals. Thus, ecotourism can be viewed as a prospective alternative
tool for forest management wherever potential exists, which derives win-win solutions for both forest
conservation and local economic development.

4. Ecotourism in the Global Tourism Industry
The global tourism industry has continued to grow over the past decades. International tourist arrivals have
been increasing from 25 million in 1950, to 277 million in 1980, to 438 million in 1990, to 684 million
in 2000, and amounting to 922 million in 2008. It is expected that this figure would reach 1.6 billion by
the year 2020. The overall export income generated by international tourism contributes 30 per cent of the
world's commercial service exports and 6 per cent of overall exports of goods and services. As per the data
available, international tourism contributes to 5 per cent to global GDP and 6 - 7 per cent of the overall
number of jobs - both direct and indirect (UNWTO, 2009).
Ecotourism represents a small, albeit growing share in the global tourism industry (Wood, 2002; WWF,
2001). The World Tourism Organization (WTO)1 estimates that ecotourism has been growing by 20 - 34
per cent per year at the beginning of 1990's as opposed to 7 per cent rate of overall growth in the global
tourism industry during the same period. There has been no global level data to represent the exact share
of ecotourism in the global tourism industry. This is partly because there is no global level consensus on
the definition of ecotourism. Moreover, in certain instances ecotourism is advertised as a product equivalent to nature tourism in the market place (Wood, 2002). Thus, the growth of ecotourism is often lumped
together with other forms of tourism, such as nature, wildlife and adventure tourism. So far, there has
been no effort to measure actual size of the ecotourism market as a category distinct from other forms of
tourism (Honey, 2008).
The underlying reasons for increased growth in ecotourism market segment could be attributed to several
factors. The increased environmental awareness and need for conservation at global level has increased the
1

6

Cited in The International Ecotourism Society, Fact Sheet: Global Ecotourism, based on a WTO press release, June 2004.
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sensitivity of tourists towards natural environments. The environmental sensitivity among tourists has also
been increased due to expansions in media exposure (Lindberg et al., 1997). On the other hand, most of
mainstream tourism destinations were experiencing marginal economic benefits, with high social and
environmental costs. Such factors have motivated tourism operators to focus on sustainable tourism with
minimum social and environmental costs. Nowadays, there is a high demand from environmental conscious tourists towards educative and challenging vacations which are more conservation oriented and
have concerns on local communities (Lindberg et al., 1997). It is found that more than two thirds of USA
and Australian travellers and 90 per cent of the British tourists consider active protection of natural
environment and providing support for local communities should be part of ecotourism hotel's responsibility (TIES, 2006). As a result, it is expected that the ecotourism market will further get expanded in the
coming years, where certain categories of traditional tourism have reached saturation point (Honey, 2008).
Ecotourism is identified as 'high value low volume enterprise' depending on a few interested tourists with
high willingness to pay (Seema et al., 2006). Responding to the prospects of this emerging niche market,
a growing number of countries are in the process of marketing themselves as ecotourism destinations.
Some of the documented ecotourism destinations include Dominica, Bolivia, Belize, Mongolia, Vietnam,
Cambodia, Bhutan, Fiji, Indonesia, Peru, Senegal, Namibia, Madagascar, Thailand, Uganda, Australia,
New Zealand and Canada (Honey, 2008). Especially the developing countries in the world have perceived
ecotourism as an important livelihood tool as well as a sustainable tool in managing natural resources
(Seema et al., 2006).
Successful cases of ecotourism are found around the world, which have managed to be financially sustainable in the long-term, while achieving environmental and social goals. One such well-documented
example is in Monteverde Cloud Forest Preserve (MCFP) in Costa Rica (Aylward, 1996) (Box 4.1).

Box 4.1
Sustainable Ecotourism in Monteverde Cloud Forest Preserve in Costa Rica
The Monteverde Cloud Forest Preserve (MCFP) is privately managed by a non-profit organization,
dedicated for conservation and research. The success of MCFP ecotourism is due to several factors.
First, the business is financially autonomous, accruing to timely revisions in the entry fee structure
and the variable entrance fee policy. Secondly, ecological sustainability is given prime attention.
Only a small section of the Preserve is allowed to hike, while the rest is reserved for nature protection
and biological research. The business actively contributes to conservation. Of the total revenue
earned, around 17 per cent of total expenditure is allocated for maintenance and environmental
protection. Thirdly, ecotourism in MCFP has played an important role in maintaining the economic
stability of the local community. Strong links are built up with the communities, where they are
considered as partners in decision making, implementation and benefit sharing. Finally, quality
interpretation services are provided to the visitors, by well-trained, bilingual biology graduates. The
Program aims at describing the wildlife and explaining the biological functions in the forest. Thus
ecotourism in MCFP sets an ideal example of a sustainable ecotourism business, which adheres to
true ecotourism principles.
Source: Aylward (1996).
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However, not all the businesses marketed as ecotourism do adhere to the sustainable principles. To earn
the potential profits from ecotourism, the tourism industry seems to offer conventional mass tourism
products with certain elements of ecotourism, and thereby abusing the entire sustainable concept of
ecotourism (Muller, 2000). The businesses are presented themselves as sustainable without adhering to the
sustainable principles, which is termed as 'green washing' in ecotourism. In response to this and with the
increasing demand for socially and environmentally responsible tourism, there is an increasing tendency to
move towards certification programs (Box 4.2) as a way to market their ecotourism products (Chafe,
2005).

Box 4.2
Ecotourism Certification
Ecotourism certification presents standards that help to distinguish genuine ecotourism business
from those which are not. Certification can be important to the government, customers as well as
to the businesses through various ways. For businesses certification is important to improve the
business and thereby to attract more customers, to reduce operational costs due to adoption of
sustainable principles, to get easier access to outside technical and financial assistance and to gain
a marketing advantage over the competitive businesses. The ecotourism certification may benefit
customers (tourists) primarily because certified businesses offer quality services, which meet their
expectations. Also, it helps them to know about the businesses which are offering true products of
ecotourism and certification creates an awareness of sustainable business practices among the tourists.
At national level, certification helps to safeguard the reputation of a destination as ecotourism niche
markets, since ‘green washing’ could lead to deteriorate the niche image. Alternatively, certification
ensures adhering to health, safety, environment and social standards of a business, which is favourable
from a sustainable point of view. Thus certified businesses are obliged conserve the environment,
thereby from the government side, certification could lower regulatory costs on environmental
protection. Also, since the certified ecotourism businesses consider the benefits to local communities,
the positive outcomes for local communities could be ensured. All these measures add to
sustainability of an ecotourism business, thereby to bring in long-term environmental, economic
and social benefits to the society.
Source: Bein (2006).

5. Potential and Prospects for Forest-based Ecotourism in Sri Lanka
5.1 Forestry Sector: Potential
Sri Lanka possesses an enormous diversity in its forest resources. The forests are rich in species diversity
with a high degree of endemism and genetic diversity. Thus, from the point of view of resource base, the
country carries a unique natural advantage for forest-based ecotourism. Around 98 per cent of the natural
forests of Sri Lanka are owned and managed by the state. The FD and the DWLC, which come under the
Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources (MENR), are the two state agencies responsible for managing
natural forests in the country. The total forest land area held by the FD is 1,421,954 ha in the year 2007,
which accounts to around 22 per cent of the total land area of the country (Table 5.1). Closed canopy
natural forests held by FD in the same year is around 16 per cent of the total land area.
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Table 5.1
Area of Forests Held by FD in 2007, by Category
Forest Category

Area (ha)

Closed canopy natural forests
a. Forest Reserves

289,824

b. Proposed reserves

252,540

c. Other state forests

503,927

Total area of closed canopy natural forests
Sparse forests
Mangroves
Total
Total forest area under the FD

1,046,291
366,848
8,815
375,663
1,421,954

Source: DCS (2008).

The total land area held by the DWLC is around 930,813 ha in the year 2008. This area constitutes of 14
per cent of the total land area of the country. The categories of protected areas owned and managed by
the DWLC include strict nature reserves, national parks, nature reserves, jungle corridors and sanctuaries
(Table 5.2).
Capitalizing on the existing forest resources, Sri Lanka has been carrying out nature tourism, both in the
areas held by the FD and the DWLC, for decades. The demand for nature tourism products by both
foreign and local tourists is growing rapidly (Steele et al., 1998). A primary survey conducted by Ratnayake
(2007) reveals that 65 per cent of the tourists visiting the country have expressed that Sri Lanka has a huge
potential for forest-based tourism. The reputation in nature tourism can be used as a basis in developing
and marketing Sri Lanka as an ecotourism destination in the future.
On the other hand, the forest management system of Sri Lanka presently is looking for avenues of
participatory approaches of forest management. At present, forests are managed through a command and
control approach with limited community participation. The FD implemented a community forestry
pilot project from 2003 to 2008 with donor funds in five districts of Dry and Intermediate zones of the
country, where forest degradation had been a severe issue. The major aims of the project are to ensure
sustainable management of forest patches and to upgrade community well-being. Based on the lessons
learned through the pilot project, it is expected to replicate community forestry in other suitable forest
areas. It is an encouraging sign that forest-based ecotourism has been identified as one of the approaches
in promoting conservation and benefiting communities in some pilot sites. Thus, prospects exist that
ecotourism could be acknowledged as a tool for conservation and an integrated part in the forest
management system of the country.
9
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Table 5.2
Wildlife Protected Areas by Category in 2008
Category
Strict Nature Reserves

Total Area (ha)
31,574

National Parks

513,688

Nature Reserves

51,736

Jungle Corridors

19,141

Sanctuaries

314,674

Total

930,813

Source: DCS (2008).

In contrast to some other Asian countries, the dependence of peripheral communities on forest goods as
a livelihood is comparatively low in Sri Lanka (Wickramasinghe et al., 2008; Wickramasinghe and Senaratne,
2009). Thus, at present the resource itself does not generate adequate economic incentives for the
communities to contribute towards conservation and engage in forest management activities. In this
regard, creating mechanisms for generating community benefits from forest services, including recreational
services, can be viewed as an important alternative. This would enhance and strengthen the link between
people and forests, and thereby would create a conservation attitude among the host communities.
Simultaneously it will serve as an alternative income source for rural communities living in forest
peripheries, which are characterized by lack of employment opportunities and comparatively high poverty
rates. Thus, ecotourism could play an important role in reconciling forest conservation with rural
development is such areas. Internationally, there are plenty of evidence for using ecotourism as a substitute
source of income for local communities who have been dependent on forest resources through illegal
extraction activities. For instance, Periyar Tiger Reserve of Kerala in India (Box 4) shows evidence of
converting poachers into individuals devoted to forest conservation through introduction of alternative
livelihoods.
The forestry sector of Sri Lanka is largely dependent on external funding sources. At present, the FD's
budget for protected area management is funded from bilateral and multilateral aid, which in the longterm cannot be assured to continue (FSMP, 1995). The forestry sector lacks necessary funds to carry out
its conservation activities at the ground level. Ecotourism could be a practical tool to make contributions
for forest conservation, through appropriate partnerships between the state resource managing agencies,
private sector and communities. Accordingly, forest-based ecotourism has the ability to contributing to
efficient management of forest resources in Sri Lanka.
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Box 5.1
Community Involvement in Forest-based Ecotourism in Periyar
Tiger Reserve, Kerala, India
Ecotourism in the Reserve was promoted by a World Bank funded participatory bio-diversity conservation
programme. The inhabitants of the forest had engaged in illegal trading of forest products, which had
had dire impacts on the sustainability of the Reserve. The ecotourism project implemented in the
Reserve is aimed to minimize the negative impacts of local people on it and to make the encroachers
engaged in conservation of the forest. Eco-development committees have been formed to get the
villagers organized and through which to introduce alternative livelihoods. The major forest-based
livelihood opportunities introduced by the project include ecotourism and bamboo rafting. Accordingly,
the project has been able to benefit about 40,000 individuals of 5,540 families. The project has been
able to convert poachers into individuals devoted to sustainable ecotourism with a high interest in
conservation. Also, the members of the eco-development committees assist the Forest Department in
undertaking census of animals in the reserve. It has found that conservation initiatives put forward by
the project has improved the natural environment and animal population in the forest. The packages
offered are dependent on the preferences and affordability of the tourists. Visitor management is also
done successfully to avoid any damages to the natural environment.

Source: Thampi (2005).

5.2 Tourism Sector: Prospects
Tourism plays a significant role in the country’s economy as the fourth largest foreign exchange earner,
although it dropped its rank to the sixth in 2008 due to unfavourable conditions both at local and
international level (SLTDA, 2008). It is an important source of employment, providing around 145, 000
direct and indirect employment opportunities in 2007 (SLTB, 2007). Despite tourism industry’s vital
contribution to the economy, Sri Lanka is known to be an inexpensive Sun and Beach Destination in the
world (Steele et al., 1998). Despite the important contribution that tourism makes, it has brought in
significant social and environmental costs (Lai, 2002). Local communities in most of the cases do not
receive benefits of mass scale tourism operations (Ratnayake, 2007). Most of the economic benefits of
mass tourism are not retained locally, leading to high economic leakages. Thus, there is a vital need for
promoting locally owned and managed tourism businesses with necessary concerns on environmental
and social aspects. The international experience shows that popularity in mass tourism, established links
with mass tourism networks and existing tourism infrastructure can be made use of appropriately in
promoting and marketing ecotourism. Ecotourism in Sea Canoe and Siam Safari ecotourism companies
in Phuket, Southern Thailand provides one such example (Box 5.2).
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Box 5.2
Symbiotic Relationship between Mass Tourism and Ecotourism in Thailand
Kontogeorgopoulos (2004) reveals how ecotourism and mass tourism could benefit mutually, based
on cases of two most successful ecotourism companies, Sea Canoe and Siam Safari in Phuket, Southern
Thailand. Located around 8 miles from the mass tourism areas, in inhabited and quiet environment,
comprised of caves, lagoons and rain forests, the sites have an ideal natural environment for ecotourism.
The companies have been successful in implementing the true ecotourism principles in practice, to a
great extent, including visitor management, providing quality education services and ensuring local
ownership and management of the businesses. Close proximity of the said ecotourism sites to mass
tourism areas has brought in significant advantages in attracting tourists to the ecotourism sites.
Networks have been developed to enable ecotourism customers in Phuket book and plan their vacations
through mass tourism operators in the area. Ecotourism companies tap into the interests of mass
tourists to engage in nature-related, novel and adventurous ‘green’ travel experiences. On the other
hand, ecotourism companies use the infrastructure of the well-developed mass tourism industry. As
such, financial sustainability of ecotourism companies in Phuket is heavily dependent on well-developed
mass tourism industry, which assures consistent and guaranteed supply of relatively wealthy mass
tourists looking for nature oriented, time-efficient experiences, beyond their pre-bought package
holidays.
Source: Kontogeorgopoulos (2004).

Tourism statistics show that Sri Lanka tourism has been experiencing regular fluctuations in foreign
tourist arrivals. In addition, lack of product diversity in Sri Lanka has been affecting its competitive
advantage in global tourism industry. Thus product differentiation is identified as an important step
forward by the Sri Lankan tourism industry today. With the new slogan “Beyond Beaches, Culture,
Nature, Adventure”, the Sri Lankan tourism sector is in the process of attracting tourists for nature and
cultural sites, while maintaining its competitive advantage in beach tourism. This initiative would
provide ample opportunities for the development of ecotourism sector in Sri Lanka.
During the year 2007 and 2008, there have been notable declines in monthly tourist arrivals (Figure 5.1),
as well as totals (Figure 5.2) to Sri Lanka due to the prevailed uncertainties in security situation of the
country. Negative travel advisories issued by the key countries which generate a notable proportion of
tourist arrivals to Sri Lanka, was a result. Impacts of global economic downturn were more felt by the
tourism industry in 2008, leading to a further shrink in tourist arrivals, when compared with 2007 (SLTB,
2007; SLTDA, 2008).
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Figure 5.1
Tourist Arrivals by Month (2005 – 2009)
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Source: SLTDA (2008), www.sltda.lk/statistics.

In addition, with the peaceful environment created post-war, it is expected that tourist arrivals will show
a notable increase in the coming years (Figure 5.2). It is an encouraging sign that even just after the end
of civil war in May 2009, monthly tourist arrivals have begun to increase during the following months of
the year. Accordingly, the monthly rates of growth in tourist arrivals were recorded as 8, 28, 34 and 29
per cent respectively in June, July, August and September in 2009, when compared to the tourist arrivals
in the respective months of 2008. It is expected that Sri Lanka will experience further escalation in tourist
arrivals in the coming years as per the projections made by the Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority
(SLTDA) (Figure 3). The war-torn Northern and Eastern provinces of the country have an enormous potential
for tourism, which have been so far left out due to security problems. If properly planned and implemented
in a sustainable manner, the provinces will contribute significantly to the national tourism earnings of
the country. The developments will pave the way for the progress of small-scale tourism activities too,
including ecotourism.

13

Ecotourism for Sustainable Forest Management in Sri Lanka

3,000,000

3000

2,500,000

2500

2,000,000

2000

1,500,000

1500

1,000,000

1000

500,000

Foreign Exchange Earnings (US$ m

Tourist Arrival

Figure 5.2
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Besides, Western European tourists contribute a notable share in the total foreign tourist arrivals (SLTB,
2007). However, the share of tourist arrivals from Western Europe has been decreasing significantly from
nearly 63 per cent in 1999, to 39 per cent in 2007 (Figure 5.3), while the share of Asia is on the increase.
In spite of this, of the total number of tourists who visited Sri Lanka for pleasure (holiday, recreation,
sight-seeing etc.), around 49 per cent are from Western Europe. Asia has recorded the largest share of
business tourist arrivals to Sri Lanka. Existing studies reveal that the ecotourists from Europe are generally
educated and experienced, with high income and are highly educated travellers. Hamele (2004) finds
that 20 to 30 per cent of travellers are aware of the needs and values of sustainable tourism and nearly 10
to 20 per cent of the travellers are looking for ‘green’ options. Thus, future developments in sustainable
tourism, including forest-based ecotourism, in Sri Lanka would be able to attract more nature-concerned
tourists from this region of the world, if Sri Lanka is rightly positioned as an ecotourism destination.
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Figure 5.3
Percentage Share of Tourist Arrivals to Sri Lanka in 1999
and 2007, by Market Region

Source: Adopted from SLTB (2007).

Additionally Sri Lanka’s initiative on ‘greening’ tourism, in response to emerging concerns of climate
change, would create a highly conducive environment for ecotourism. The main goal of the initiative is
to make Sri Lanka a carbon neutral destination by the year 2018 (www.earthlung.travel). This is considered
a timely initiative in response to the tourists’ concerns over carbon emissions in travelling to long haul
destinations like Sri Lanka. The proposed actions of the initiative include,
•

Educating all the stakeholders on the concept, potential, cost savings and implementing
strategies etc. and bringing in global best practices and knowledge transfers,

•

Mobilizing/supporting projects which are aimed at sustaining and restoring ecosystems,
including forests,

•

Bringing together all stakeholders in order to get international support and to share knowledge,
and

•

Designing and developing a certification process, while emphasizing on local environmental
conditions, global best practices, standards and regulations in order to provide stakeholders
a benchmark for their activities.
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Under this initiative, with regard to the forestry sector, efforts would be made to stop deforestation,
ensure reforestation, to encourage the use of alternative energy sources, to mitigate pollution at their
sources through local and regional efforts and thereby to create an “Earth Lung Community”. The initiative
would undeniably present ample opportunities as well as spill over effects for the development of forestbased ecotourism.
Accordingly, the analysis presented in the section follows that there is an enormous potential from the
resource side – forestry sector and prospective signs from the tourism sector for the development of forestbased ecotourism in Sri Lanka. The section which follows illustrates the present situation of forest-based
nature tourism in Sri Lanka.

6. Status of Forest-based Nature Tourism in Sri Lanka
Nature tourism in state-owned natural forests in Sri Lanka is carried out by the FD and the DWLC. The
FD charges a nominal fee from the visitors who visit prescribed forest areas. The prices are differentiated
based on the type of the visitor. Accordingly, fees charged for local school children, other local children,
local adults, foreign adults and foreign children are Rs.6/-, Rs.12.50, Rs.25/-, Rs.575/- and Rs.290/-,
respectively. The average annual income earned by the FD through nature-based tourism varies from 4 to
5 million rupees (Table 6.1). The potential revenue is much higher than the present revenue, owing to
enormous natural advantage that country possesses in terms of forest resources. The revenue is credited
to the government’s Consolidated Fund.
The annual nature tourism revenue of the DWLC is comparatively higher than the FD's revenue. There
has been an increasing trend in revenue flows from foreign tourists, visiting the national parks owned by
the DWLC (Figure 6.1). Out of the total income earned through tourism activities in the DWLC owned

Table 6.1
Entrance Fee Revenue Earned by FD through Nature Tourism (Rs.)
Forest

Year
2003

2004

2005

2006

Sinharaja

3,316,862

4,389,436

2,498,034

3,462,761

Knuckles

207,291

530,236

91,638

50,431

1,919,465

-

1,740,345

1,893,302

40,405

-

39,680

41,003

158,184

4,919,671

202,618

284,712

-

-

-

125,851

5,642,206

4,919,671

4,572,314

5,858,060

Udawattakele
Kottawa conservation centre
Kanneliya
Other conservation forests
Total

Source: FD Administration Reports of various years.
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national parks, 50 per cent of the park fee revenue is allocated to the Wildlife Preservation Fund. In
addition, the service charges, vehicle fees, donations, a part of accommodation fee (linen fee), and
income from sale of publications are diverted to this Fund. The bungalow fee revenue is allocated to the
government's Consolidated Fund. The remaining 50 per cent of the park fee (according to the 13th
Amendment) has to be paid to the respective Provincial Councils, and Provincial Councils are supposed
to spend it for infrastructure development activities in the area. Given the approval of the Director
General of the DWLC, the Fund could be utilized for prescribed purposes, adhering to a ceiling of Rs.
200, 000.
However, the sustainability of nature tourism in the DWLC national parks is often being questioned. It
is estimated that some national parks managed by the DWLC are over-crowded during certain periods of
the year (Steele et al., 1998). This could create negative impacts on the natural environment, including
wild animals. Based on a survey of tourists, conducted in YNP, Weerasinghe et al., (2003) finds that 42
per cent of surveyed tourists visiting the Park have experienced noisiness due to lack of visitor management.
At present there are no guidelines established to carry out nature tourism in wildlife parks in a sustainable
manner. The case studies presented below represents the nature tourism activities carried out in FD and
DWLC owned areas.

Figure 6.1
Revenue Earned by National Parks of Sri Lanka through Entrance
Fees from Foreign Tourists (Rs. ‘000)
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6.1 Case study: Forest-based Nature Tourism in Kudawa
Kudawa is the main entrance to the SWH of Sri Lanka. A conservation office, an information centre and
a lodge managed by the FD are at the entrance. The Mulawella, Waturawa, Nawada tree trail, Gallen
Yaya and Sinhagala nature trails start from the Kudawa entrance. This provides an important case, about
the nature tourism activities carried out by the FD. At present, nature tourism revenue is directed to the
government's Consolidated Fund and not invested back directly on conservation.
The Kudawa village is largely dependent on tea cultivation. There is complete absence or minimal
involvement of the villagers with tourism activities carried out based on the SWH. Only very few
boutique owners earn a living through tourism. The village is characterized by lack of infrastructure
facilities including roads, education and health facilities, telecommunication etc.
The interpretation services provided by the tourist guides are also not up to standard. Often the guides
provide general descriptions about the forest. It is often claimed that such descriptions are not adequate
to provide a good understanding and awareness on the uniqueness and biological features of the SWH.
The site faces the key problem of lack of accommodation facilities. Accommodation facilities for the
tourists are provided in the tourist lodge owned and managed by the FD and a few privately driven lodges
located nearby. However, the FD lodge is not adequate to address the accommodation needs of ecotourists.
Development of accommodation facilities would help to attract a large number of tourists. Visitation
rates are much higher in certain months of the year, leading to disturbances to the natural environment.
At present, there is no visitor management program in place, and no scientific estimates of the optimal
number of visitors to be allowed to the SWH, during specific periods, have been prepared.
The case reveals that, although the the SWH enjoys an exceptionally high potential for nature tourism and
ecotourism, it is not yet exploited. Particularly for ecotourism, the SWH is an ideal place, with necessary
concerns on environment, visitor management and social aspects of the setting. Ecotourism can create
opportunities for peripheral communities to earn an alternative income, through various tourism related
activities.

6.2 Forest-based Nature Tourism in Kirinda
Kirinda is located in adjacent to the YNP, where nature tourism has been in operation for decades. About
470 families reside in the village, and most of the villagers are engaged in chena cultivation in the forest
areas located outside the Park boundary. Chena cultivation is the major source of income for those
families. Land scarcity is becoming an issue in the area, with increasing population pressure.
Tourism does not create significant benefits to the community at present. Most of the tourists are pilgrims
who come to visit the Kirinda temple. Few individuals from the village sell handicrafts made by them to
the pilgrims in front of the temple. In addition, about 4 households provide accommodation facilities
for tourists and a very few individuals work as tourist guides in the Park. Apart from that there are about
18
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4 safari jeep owners who make a living by hiring out their vehicles to tourists. Due to lack of accommodation
facilities tourists do not spend nights in the village. As a consequence, the benefits mostly go to the hotel
owners and other service providers in the Tissamaharama area. At present, the DWLC has no provisions
to share the income earned by entrance fees with the local community.
Many women in the village have received training in making handicrafts through various programs organized
by a number of organizations. As per their perception, there is a high possibility of making this a viable
income source in the area, if marketing facilities are created, so that unemployed women in the village
can benefit.
Majority of the villagers are not aware of the concept of ecotourism and probable impacts that it can
bring about. Furthermore, the community does not have adequate knowledge in operating ecotourism
businesses in the area and they are not linked with outside tourism operators. The community has lack
of investment capability on accommodation facilities.
The two case studies show that nature tourism in both the SWH and the YNP is carried out with minimal
or no community involvement, no plans on visitor management and without good interpretation services.
This is affecting the sustainability of the business to a great extent. As indicated in the beginning, many
foreign tourists demand visits to national parks and natural forests during their visits to Sri Lanka. Given
the increased demand for forest-based nature tourism, Sri Lanka would have to take more encouraging
actions to promote nature tourism with great concerns on sustainability issues.

7. Status of Forest-based Ecotourism in Sri Lanka
There are no official tourism statistics to show the size of the ecotourism market in Sri Lanka. Similar to
the situation with regard to global tourism statistics, official tourism statistics in Sri Lanka also have not
identified ecotourists as a separate tourist category. Since ecotourism is not yet properly developed as a
market in Sri Lanka, it is difficult to differentiate ecotourists from other types of tourists (Ratnayake,
2007). However, through a primary survey, Ratnayake (2007) estimates that around 2.7 per cent of
international tourists visiting Sri Lanka are ecotourists. The same survey reveals that 6.2 per cent of the
international tourists have treated ecotourism as an additional activity.

7.1 Stakeholders of Forest-based Ecotourism in Sri Lanka
In Sri Lanka, the main state agencies involved in forest-based ecotourism include the SLTDA, the FD, the
DWLC and the Central Environment Authority (CEA). The SLTDA (which was formally known as the Sri
Lanka Tourist Board) is responsible for promoting tourism in Sri Lanka, conducting research and international
affairs, tourism marketing and tourism product development. The FD and the DWLC are the owners and
managers of forest resources in Sri Lanka. The FD owns more than 58 per cent of the natural forests (both
dense and sparse forests), while 42 per cent of the government owned forest lands are managed by the
DWLC. The FD is functioning as per the National Forest Policy (1995), with legal from Forest Ordinance
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(FO) and National Wilderness Heritage Act (1988). The Wildlife Policy published in 1990 provides the
policy framework for managing forests under the DWLC and legal provisions are provided by the Flora
and Fauna Protection Ordinance (1964). The CEA is responsible for the protection and management of
environment as per the regulatory powers given by the National Environmental Act No. 47 of 1980 and
its Amendment Acts No. 56 of 1988 and No. 53 of 2000.
In addition to the state agencies mentioned above, the Sri Lanka Ecotourism Foundation (SLEF) and the
Ecotourism Society of Sri Lanka (ESSL) are intended to serve ecotourism development in Sri Lanka, as nonprofit organizations. The primary focus of the SLEF is social development of rural communities through
community-based ecotourism enterprises. The ESSL was formed to serve as a 'think-tank' on ecotourism
for the public and private sectors in the development of ecotourism in Sri Lanka, on a planned, scientific
basis ensuring sustainable development. In addition, private sector and NGOs are also involved in
ecotourism as service providers, trainers etc.
Based on the approach of management and ownership of the business, three basic management models
can be identified with regard to forest-based ecotourism in Sri Lanka. They include,
a. Ecotourism businesses which are initiated by the resource owning agencies, the FD for instance,
and managed by communities. In most of the cases, such projects are financially assisted by
external sources, via FD.
b. Community-based ecotourism projects promoted and supported by NGOs.
c. Ecotourism businesses owned and managed by private entrepreneurs.
The management models have their own strengths and weaknesses. The following sections look into the
details of each management model, based on appropriate case studies and secondary information sources.
The degree to which each model comply with ecotourism principles is also assessed based on gathered
information.

7.2 Community-based Ecotourism: Case of Ranpathwila Ecotourism Project
Ranpathwila ecotourism project is based on an isolated forest patch in the Ahatuwewa Divisional Secretariat
Division of Kurunegala district, namely Galgiriyakanda forest reserve. The reserve is managed by the FD.
However, deforestation linked with illegal logging and forest degradation had been a severe problem,
threatening the sustainability of the forest. The area was selected as one of the pilot sites by the community
forestry program implemented by the FD with the support of Sri Lanka Australia Natural Resource
Management Project (SLANRMP). In the process of identifying avenues for benefiting communities
through the project, community-based ecotourism had been suggested as an prospective alternative by
the community itself.
Galgiriyakanda forest reserve is identified as an ideal location for ecotourism, since it possesses a unique
appeal in its natural environment and is of archaeological importance. The reserve is made use of for
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ecotourism by a privately owned successful ecotourism business in the area too. Villagers had perceived
that being traditional users of the forest, they possess an additional advantage to carry out such a business
with their local knowledge on natural environment and cultural set-up in the area.
Subsequently, the Ranpathwila Ecotourism Foundation was formed to carry ecotourism in the area in
2006. A sub-committee for coordinating ecotourism was established under the Community-based
Organization (CBO), which was established to coordinate community forestry activities. On the request
of community members, the ecotourism project was supported by SLANRMP for initial take-off in terms
of providing initial investment, training community members on ecotourism management, accounting
etc. and creating links with relevant agencies including the Ministry of Tourism (MoT), the SLEF etc.

a. Community Benefits
The business is entirely owned and managed by the community. It is expected that 21 households will
directly benefit through ecotourism. In addition, indirect benefits will be accrued to 57 households
when the business reaches maturity over time. The Ranpathwila Ecotourism Foundation has signed a
memorandum of understanding (MoU), with the FD for benefit sharing. Accordingly, 70 per cent of the
revenue earned through entrance fees is retained with the CBO. The remaining 30 per cent of the revenue
is allocated to the FD, and according to the MoU, the FD is responsible for establishing and maintaining
tourist facilities, including nature trails in the forest.
Out of the net profit earned through ecotourism activities, including providing accommodation, meals
etc., 90 per cent is retained with the Foundation. Up to 2 years since the project commenced, the profits
are invested for the development of the business. Thereafter, profit will be shared among the members
based on the investments they have made. The remaining 10 per cent of the net profits is allocated to
CBO fund, to be used for community development activities.

b. Contribution to Forest Conservation
As per the MoU, it is expected to contribute 30 per cent of the entrance fee revenue to the FD. While this
allocation serves as a direct benefit, there can be a number of indirect benefits too. The community
benefits of ecotourism can act as an incentive for them to actively engage in community forest management
initiated by the SLANRMP. Ecotourism also has served as a means to show the communities the importance
of keeping the forest intact and thereby to create a conservation attitude. Active community involvement
in ecotourism and attitude towards conservation would serve a vital support for the FD, which has
limited resources, for carrying out management activities efficiently.

c. Education Service to Tourists
Currently a few appointed members of the Foundation work as interpreters, of which one person is fluent
in English. The interpreters provide information on the unique features of the forest reserve, culture and
traditions of the village, etc. to tourists. At present there are no educational materials distributed among
the tourists.
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The ecotourism business is at its early stages of development. A regular flow of tourists is not received,
but occasionally small groups of local and foreign tourists visit the place.
The project carries strengths and weaknesses stated below.

Strengths
•

The villagers have been possessing a positive attitude towards ecotourism since the genesis
of the project. It is important that the idea of commencing an ecotourism project in the area
was suggested by the community itself.

•

The villagers themselves have a good understanding on the natural environment and
archaeological value of the reserve and are well aware of the socio-cultural aspects in the
area. This would serve as an asset for them in carrying out ecotourism.

•

The villagers have gained required knowledge and skills through training provided by the
SLANRMP and are educated on risks involved.

Constraints
•

The community does not have enough confidence on the role and nature of collaboration of
the FD, after the SLNRMP is withdrawn. The FD has been playing an active role so far, in
collaboration with SLNRMP. However, in the absence of the Project, facilitation will be a
challenging task for the FD, with limited human and financial resources at its disposal.

•

Although the villagers had agreed to provide their labour inputs free of charge in constructing
required facilities for ecotourism, due to their involvement in intensive agricultural activities
it had been very difficult for them to allocate their time for ecotourism activities. This is
very much observed in peak periods of farming, for instance during harvesting and land
preparation periods.

•

Although the community possesses a favourable attitude towards ecotourism, lack of practical
knowledge of undertaking such a business is identified as a constraint.

•

Sometimes conflicts have arisen among the villagers in benefit sharing. Villagers who do not
receive direct benefits tend to have a negative attitude. The business has not reached a
mature stage to fund community development activities and so far has not been able to
show the community the benefits that everyone would be able to derive.

•

It has been difficult for villagers to manage local visitors in certain occasions. Incidences
were recalled where local groups behaved in a manner which was harmful to natural
environment as well as to traditional culture and values of the village.

A small number of ecotourism projects have been carried out with external financial support in Sri
Lanka. WTO (2003), compiling good practices related to small and medium enterprises related to
ecotourism, has identified the Muthurajawela Visitor Centre (MVC) as a good practice case study (Box
7.1). The ecotourism activities promoted by an externally funded project are carried out in the Muthurajawela
wetland sanctuary, which is managed by the DWLC. The basic aim of the project has been to test the
22

Status of Forest-based Nature Tourism in Sri Lanka

feasibility of ecotourism as an effective tool for conservation. During the project period, till 1997, the
MVC was managed by the Wetland Conservation Project (WCP) of the CEA, and thereafter, it has been
managed by the CEA and Integrated Resources Management Programme. From 2003 onwards, it has been
functioning independently, under the supervision of the CEA. It provides the lessons of active community
involvement, implementation of income generating activities for local communities and environmental
contribution.

7.3 Ecotourism Project in Illukkumbura
The Knuckles range, located in an extent of 17,835 ha of the Central Province of Sri Lanka, has been
declared as a national wilderness heritage (known as the Knuckles Wilderness Heritage Area - KNWH). It
possesses a wide variation in climate and contains a high diversity in flora and fauna species. Thus,
Knuckles presents a distinct ecosystem, which has a tremendous potential for nature-based tourism,
including ecotourism. Also, the forest is surrounded by traditional villages with unique cultural and
social heritage. Thus it is considered as an ideal spot for ecotourism in Sri Lanka, which can offer a
rewarding experience for ecotourists.
The FD declared a conservation zone in the KNWH in the year 2000 with the aim of assuring sustainability
of the forest. However, it has brought about substantial economic losses to the peripheral communities
(Wickramasinghe et al., 2008). With the new conservation rules, shifting cultivation was totally banned.
This had caused substantial negative effects on household economy, as shifting cultivation contributed to
a major share of household income. As a means of compensating forgone benefits, the FD, through an
IUCN (World Conservation Union) funded project initiated an ecotourism project in the Ilukkumbura
village, located in the periphery of the KNWH.
Although KNWH possesses an enormous potential for tourism, the number of tourist arrivals has been
very low. Through the new ecotourism project, publicity was given locally through newspaper
advertisements, various short films and drama. A few individuals from the village have taken part in
guiding tourists in the forest. The only accommodation facility available in close proximity is the lodge
owned by the FD. As per present tourist statistics maintained, the site is visited by local tourists mainly,
mostly on one-day visits. The site receives a few foreign tourists. A CBO named "Dumbara Surakinno" is
responsible for conducting ecotourism activities from the community side. A MoU has been signed by
the CBO and the FD to coordinate the activities effectively.

a. Community Benefits
Ilukkumbura is a remote isolated village which has not benefited from the government development
programs. It is characterized by lack of infrastructure and the majority of households are poor. The
ecotourism initiative was primarily aimed at creating an avenue for compensating forgone economic
impacts of the conservation rules. Based on results of a primary survey, it is revealed that more than 95
per cent of households living in three peripheral villages of KNWH (Ilukkumbura, Atanwala, Pitawala)
have perceived that ecotourism would serve as an important alternative income source for them
23

Ecotourism for Sustainable Forest Management in Sri Lanka

Box 7.1
Muthurajawela Visitor Centre (MVC)
The ecotourism activities of MVC include boat trips and nature walks basically. Annually, the MVC
receives about 15,000 visitors and earns an income of Rs.2 million.
Community Participation and Benefits: At present, all the employees working in the MVC are from
the local community, including managers, nature guides, boat operators, aides and restaurant staff.
Most of the products sold in the souvenir shop are locally produced, which has become an alternative
income for poor women living in the area. Canoes are hired from fishermen in the area, which also
provides them an additional income. The MVC also performs the function of a community centre,
where its facilities are used for various community activities.
Stakeholder Coordination: The WCP had been engaged in coordinating with the relevant agencies
including the CEA, CBOs in the area, the DWLC and the SLTB. The project cooperates with a few
tour operators, hotels and the SLEF. Although there was resistance from fishermen at the beginning,
that was overcome by making them aware of the community benefits.
Environmental Concerns and Conservation Contribution: MVC has contributed to environmental
conservation in various ways. It has created awareness among government bodies, private companies
and local communities on conservation activities and related issues in the area. The project has
supported local organizations engaged in conservation activities. The project voluntarily applies its
own code of conduct to minimize environmental and social impacts. The number of boat trips per
day has been limited in order to minimize negative impacts on the environment. Also, the MVC uses
only a selected route for boating, although several canals and water ways are available. The boats are
equipped with electrical engines in order to minimize the pollution and to provide a quality service
to the tourists. Visitors are also encouraged to use canoes since it has a minimal impact on the
environment. Boat trips are scheduled in a way that they minimize the disturbances to fishermen.
The MVC applies an environmentally friendly approach for waste management, where solid waste is
converted to make compost fertilizers for growing plants in the MVC garden.
Interpretation and education services to the tourists are provided by English speaking guides, who are
knowledgeable on the eco-system of the sanctuary. Opportunities are available for the tourists to
learn about traditional life style of fishermen and about other inhabitants of the area.

Source: WTO (2003).

(Wickramasinghe et al., 2008). At present, around 8 individuals from the villages serve as tourist guides,
on a part time basis. A few boutique owners benefit by selling food items to local tourists who come to
visit the site. A few households earn an income by providing meals to tourists who stay in the FD lodge.
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As viewed by the villagers, there is a great potential to initiate small-scale businesses to produce souvenirs
and related products, targeting the tourists.
According to the MoU, 60 per cent of the ecotourism revenue earned is to be allocated to the CBO. It is
expected to invest the portion of revenue earned by the CBO for community infrastructure development
activities. In addition to monetary benefits, villagers expect that ecotourism would help them to empower
themselves and create more links with the outside organizations in the future.

b. Contribution to Conservation
As per the MoU, the FD is supposed to receive 40 per cent of the total revenue. On the other hand,
ecotourism would lead to increased collaboration between the FD and communities, thereby to increase
the effectiveness of forest governance.

c. Education Services to Tourists
The tourist guides provide their service to only local tourists who stay in the FD lodge. The visitors are
provided with a basic description about the forest in local language, which does not meet the expectations
of an ecotourist. Foreign travellers are often accompanied by guides / interpreters from outside. The
village tourist guides do not have the capability to serve foreigners due to lack of skills in interpretation
and language.
As per the gathered information, the ecotourism project in Ilukkumbura carries strengths and weaknesses,
as identified below.

Strengths
•

The KNWH with a unique natural advantage has been known as a nature tourism attraction
in Sri Lanka. This could be used as the basis for development of forest-based ecotourism in
the area. However, this needs to be coupled with an effective marketing program both at
national and international level.

•

The villagers have a positive attitude towards ecotourism. Although the village has occasionally
faced problems due to misbehaviour of local tourists, it is believed that such problems can
be eliminated by making necessary rules and regulations at ground level. They expect that
ecotourism would create a favourable environment for the development of this village which
has received little attention from government and other development agencies.

•

The community is organized into the CBO (Dumbara Surakinno), with the primary objective
of protecting the KNWH. The CBO was formed in 1989, and the IUCN project has
strengthened the CBO during the recent past. The CBO could work as the focal point for
development of ecotourism in the area.
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Weaknesses
•

The community does not have sufficient understanding and required skills on carrying out a
successful ecotourism business. This calls for the need of providing training for those who
are involved. Such activities are beyond the scope and mandate of the FD.

•

Sufficient quality accommodation facilities are not avaialable nearby, except the lodge
maintained by the FD. Due to inherent poverty situation, the people themselves are not
capable of investing on building structures. Because of that, some tourists tend to stay in
private guest houses; consequently the avenues for generating community benefits have
been limited.

•

The guides are not fluent in English. This could be a barrier in providing interpretation
services for the foreign tourists, who come to experience and study the nature, environment
and culture around the KNWH.

•

The FD has a focused role of protection and conservation of forests. The FD is not technically
equipped to support ecotourism activities. Thus there should be adequate support from the
private sector, experienced in ecotourism.

7.4 Private Sector Ecotourism Projects
There has been an increasing interest in the private sector to carry out ecotourism businesses, since it has
become a fast growing market segment, globally. A certain number of private entrepreneurs, who have
previous experience in mass tourism or nature tourism, have entered into ecotourism business. The
present case study is based on interviews and discussions held with a few private nature tourism operators,
ecotourism operators and community members. The businesses make use of the natural forest resources
in carrying out their ecotourism activities, such as the SWH, the KNWH, Kanneliya etc., and isolated
forest patches. Most of such businesses take the form of service providers, such as ecolodge providers,
tour operators etc.

a. Community Benefits
As per the available evidence, the relationship between the private ecotourism businesses and local
communities in carrying out ecotourism is not mutually beneficial in most of the cases. In some instances,
strong objections have come from communities in commencing ecotourism projects by the private sector.
This has been primarily because of the society's perception on negative social and environmental impacts
brought about by mass tourism. Besides, there are very few successful ecotourism businesses presently in
place, so that communities have not seen enough the positive impacts of ecotourism. On the other hand,
some private ecotourism businesses have not taken into account the community as a partner in ecotourism.
Community participation, in such businesses, has been limited for unskilled employment, only during
certain months of the year. In some instances, community is not by any means involved in ecotourism,
due to conflicts in the establishment of the business. However, there is evidence that certain businesses
have managed to get the community involved at all stages and operations of the business, so that both the
parties are benefited.
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b. Contribution to Conservation
Conflicts are reported of certain instances between the private tourism operators and state resource managing
agencies in carrying out forest-based ecotourism, due to lack of understanding. It is crucial that laws are
enforced in order to ensure the sustainability of the resource. At the same time, it is important to make
the natural forest resources accessible for ecotourism operators, to an extent that it does not hamper the
sustainability of the resource. On the other hand, the private sector tourism operators do not presently
contribute directly to forest conservation efforts of the state agencies. However, the private sector ecotourism
operators in certain instances have contributed to improve environmental conditions in some locations.

c. Education Services
In terms of provision of environmental education and awareness, few private ecotourism businesses are
viewed as successful. Some of the businesses have employed graduates with Science backgrounds as
interpreters to educate the tourists, which is a favourable sign. For some other ecotourism businesses,
provision of satisfactory interpretation services has not received prime attention.

Strengths
•

In most of the cases, owners of the private ecotourism businesses have links to tourism
networks, both at national and international level. Thus, they possess a constant understanding
on changing demands for tourism products and the market characteristics. This creates a
distinct advantage for private ecotourism operators in designing the products, advertising,
marketing and tourist management.

•

Given the experience in mass or nature tourism, the private operators have more access to
financial institutions, such as banks.

Weaknesses
•

Due to lack of awareness and understanding, often communities tend to resist initiation of
ecotourism businesses in their localities.

On the other hand, there has been a tendency for tourism operators, who do not offer genuine ecotourism
products to use the word 'ecotourism' for their activity. Evidence is available on instances where such
businesses have been unsuccessful in the long-term, due to the inability to maintain consumer trust.
Besides, such activities lead to undermine the image of the Sri Lanka ecotourism sector internationally.
Even nature tourism operators using the notion of ecotourism is problematic, since demand for ecotourism
cannot be met with general nature tourism products.

8. Problems and Challenges in Forest-based Ecotourism in Sri Lanka
The present section intends to identify problems and challenges with regard to development of ecotourism,
based on the aforementioned case studies, key informant interviews and available literature. Accordingly,
an important impediment has been a lack of awareness and understanding on true principles of ecotourism
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among the stakeholders, as revealed through the stakeholder interviews. As a result, in most of the cases,
the term 'ecotourism' is used as a synonym for 'nature tourism'. This has implications on the design and
development of true ecotourism products. Due to poor understanding of the potential benefits of ecotourism,
there has been no national level initiative to develop ecotourism in Sri Lanka. Particularly, adequate
recognition has not been paid by the resource owners on win-win benefits of ecotourism as a tool for
conservation and deriving economic benefits. In addition, due to unawareness, community objections
have been experienced by some of the private ecotourism operators.
The resource base - natural forests required for forest-based ecotourism in Sri Lanka is primarily owned
and managed by the state. Carrying out ecotourism as a business is an activity outside the scope and
mandate of both the FD and the DWLC. Moreover, the state agencies do not have the required capital
and skills in carrying out ecotourism business. Private sector possesses the lead in terms of skills,
investment capacity, linkages with tourism networks, etc. However, as revealed by the case of private
sector operators, the relationship between the resource managing agencies and private ecotourism
entrepreneurs is poor, which in some instances have led to conflicts. Case studies on Illukmubura and
Walathwewa reveal that communities do not have capacity and skills in carrying out an ecotourism
business. The situation calls for private sector involvement on forest-based ecotourism, which is very
limited at present. Bringing together the state resource managing agencies and the private sector is
challenging as per present circumstances.
There has been lack of coordination between other stakeholders of ecotourism as well. Since ecotourism
principally has links to both tourism and environment sectors of the country, coordination is essential for
its healthy growth. However, coordination among the state tourism and state environmental agencies is
lacking at present. The agencies of both sectors operate within their boundaries, without making a
coordinated effort in ecotourism development.
Instances are reported that some private ecotourism operators use the 'ecotourism' label, without complying
with true ecotourism principles in practice. With the aim of reaping benefits of this lucrative market
segment, conventional mass tourism or nature tourism products are offered under the label of ecotourism.
Sustainability of such false businesses is unlikely to continue in the long run, and incidences are reported
of failures of such businesses. Such incidences affect negatively on the country's image as a future
ecotourism destination. At present, there are no guidelines, standards or certification mechanisms developed
for ecotourism products and ecolodges in Sri Lanka.
Community empowerment is one of the main goals of ecotourism. Minimum or no community involvement
can be seen in some privately run ecotourism operations. Community members are often hired for lowskilled jobs, only during certain months of the year. Communities are not adequately recognized as a
stakeholder by the state forest managing agencies, which would definitely have implications on developing
forest-based ecotourism.

Besides, lack of recognition of communities as a partner in privately-run

ecotourism businesses has led to community resistance in commencing ecotourism projects in some
locations.
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Attracting genuine eco-tourists is a challenge. Ecotourism, especially when it is based on forests, minimal
disturbance to the natural environment and socio-cultural set-up should be maintained. In this regard, it
is important to attract the nature-loving and conservation-oriented tourists. Walathwewa case study
revealed that the community has faced problems with the leisure oriented local tourists visiting the site.
As per the Ilukkumbura case study, some tourists have caused social problems. Thus, for ecotourism
businesses, attracting genuine ecotourists is important.
Interpretation services provided by most of ecotourism operations do not meet the expectations of the
tourists in most of the cases. As shown by Walathwewa and Ilukkumbura case studies, the community
members are not trained in this regard and have language barriers. Even with the private ecotourism
operations, lack of professional interpreters remains a problem in meeting the expectations of ecotourists.
Poor interpretation services undermines the ability of ecotourism to generate a good understanding about
the attraction and to create a conservation attitude among the tourists.

9. Policy and Legal Framework for Forest-based Ecotourism in Sri Lanka
The present section aims to examine out how enabling the existing policy and legal framework is, in
addressing the problems and issues with regard to forest-based ecotourism in Sri Lanka. It begins by
assessing the extent to which related agencies agree to a common definition of ecotourism. Subsequently,
related policy and legal documents of both environment and tourism sectors are reviewed, in order to
recognize policy and legal gaps in addressing the identified problems and issues.

9.1 Concept of Ecotourism: Building Consensus
The concept of ecotourism adopted by different stakeholders should have a shared vision which has to be
reflected in integrated and cohesive ecotourism policies (Seema et al., 2006). An agreed definition
allows formulation of national level strategies, aimed to achieve collaborative goals and objectives.
Also, a common definition helps in developing indicators that should be considered in certification of
ecotourism projects at national level (Seema et al., 2006). In some countries, ecotourism policies are not
instituted, mainly because there is lack of agreement on how to define ecotourism (Fennel and Dowling,
2003). Nevertheless, adopting a common definition of ecotourism, by relevant agencies is vital in
promoting ecotourism at national level. Table 9.1 shows definitions followed by the agencies related to
ecotourism in Sri Lanka.
Internationally, the most commonly used and agreed definition of ecotourism is the definition adopted
by TIES - "responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment and improves the well-being
of local people". The SLTDA follows the same definition, with a modification to include cultural sites in
addition to natural sites, which the SLEF and the ESSL also follow. All the definitions carry the message
that ecotourism is 'responsible' or 'sustainable' travel to natural areas, in common. However, the definitions
adopted by the forest resource owners, the DWLC and the FD do not include all the required components
of ecotourism. For instance, in the FD definition, it does not adequately highlight the need for providing
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Table 9.1
Ecotourism Definition among Different Agencies
Agency

Definition

SLTDA

“Responsible travel to natural and cultural areas that conserves the environment
and improves the well-being of local communities”

FD

No special definition is presented, but the policy stresses that tourism activities
should be “nature based to the extent that it does not damage environment and
provides benefits to the local population”

DWLC

“Nature based tourism that is sustainable, includes environmental education and
supports conservation”

SLEF

“Responsible travel to natural and cultural areas that conserves the environment
and improves the well-being of local communities”

ESSL

“Responsible travel to natural and cultural areas that conserves the environment
and sustains the well-being of local people”

educational services and possible contribution it can make towards conservation. Besides, the definition
followed by the DWLC lacks the aspects of community involvement in ecotourism. Accordingly, there
is an ambiguity in the concept and definition of ecotourism among the resource managing organizations.
Such ambiguities have to be eliminated in developing forest-based ecotourism in Sri Lanka at national
level.

9.2 Policies and Legislation, relevant to Forest-Based Ecotourism
Ecotourism is linked to both environment and tourism sectors of a country. Thus, development of
ecotourism should necessarily be supported by policies and legislation related to both tourism and
environment sectors. The relevant policies and legal documents with regard to forest-based ecotourism
are listed in Table 9.2.
The National Forest Policy (NFP) provides the policy framework for all the forest areas owned by the FD,
according to the regulations made under the FO. In addition, the National Heritage Wilderness Area Act
makes provisions for declaration, protection and preservation of national heritage wilderness areas by the
FD. Forest areas owned by the DWLC are managed as per the guidelines of the National Wildlife Policy
(NWP), within the legal framework of the Flora and Fauna Ordinance. The National Environment Act
makes provisions for protection and management of environment and related matters.
A review of the two forestry policies, namely the NFP and the NWP reveals that forest-based ecotourism
has not been adequately identified as a component in the overall forest management system. The policies
basically aim at promoting nature tourism and sufficient emphasis is not placed on development of
ecotourism. However, as per broad objectives of the NFP, accommodating ecotourism into overall forest
management is yet achievable. As per the NWP objectives, it encourages the private sector and communities
to join as full partners in all aspects of wildlife conservation process. However, it is important to note
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Table 9.2
Policy and Legal Documents Related to Forest-based Ecotourism in Sri Lanka
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

National Forest Policy (1995)
Forestry Sector Master Plan (1995)
Forest Ordinance, No. 10 of 1885 and ammendments
National Heritage Wilderness Area Act No. 3, of 1988
National Wildlife Policy (1990)
Flora and Fauna Protection Ordinance, as amended by Acts Nos. 44 of 1964, 1 of 1970
and 49 of 1993
National Environment Policy and Strategies (2003)
National Environment Act No. 47 of 1980, as amended by Acts Nos. 56 of 1988 and 53
of 2000
National Ecotourism Policy (2003)
Ecotourism Development Strategy of Sri Lanka (2003)
Ecotourism Action Plan (2003)
Tourism Policy (1993)
Tourism Act, No. 38 of 2005
Tourism Sector Master Plan, Sri Lanka (1993)

that the policy is not well supported by the FO in legal terms, to get community and private sector
involved in forest management.
The National Tourism Policy does not specifically acknowledge 'ecotourism' as a separate market segment
or an approach. However, as per the objectives of the Policy, it can accommodate the ecotourism
initiatives in the country. The Sri Lanka Tourism Master Plan emphasizes the need for product differentiation
in the tourism industry of Sri Lanka. Promotion of wildlife tours, bird watching tours and nature tours to
'experience' rain forests, dry monsoon forests, etc. are identified as activities with regard to product
differentiation. It highlights the importance of opening wildlife and forest areas for tourists and upgrading
visitor experience and facilities.
The National Environmental Policy and Strategies (NEPS) intend to adopt principles of conservation and
sustainable use, instead of 'protection only' approach. The policy identifies the need for private sector
and community involvement in forest conservation. NEPS also encourages construction of eco-lodges
and small scale guest house projects with minimal impact on the environment and adopting measures to
ensure that the carrying capacities of tourist sites are not exceeded. However, the forestry sector policies
do not cover such aspects mentioned in the NEPS.
A National Ecotourism Policy has been formulated by the SLTDA, under the direction of MoT in 2003. It
is comprehensive enough to address the aspects of resource conservation and deriving economic benefits.
The Policy looks at both income generation and conservation of nature in a holistic manner. Enough
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emphasis is placed on environmental and socio-cultural issues of ecotourism. The policy highlights the
need for developing ecotourism management plans for all the protected areas (and cultural sites). General
management plans have already been prepared for certain protected forests, such as the SWH and the
KNWH. Thus, rather than adding a number of management plans separately for conservation and income
derivation, it is important to integrate ecotourism plans also into general management plans of the
protected areas. The Policy does not clearly identify the different roles that needed to be played by
different stakeholders. For instance, the monitoring and enforcement activities are listed as the role of
different agencies, including the CEA, the Urban Development Authority and the SLTB. The roles of the
FD and the DWLC in monitoring ecotourism activities are not emphasized in the policy. The policy is
not implemented yet.
The review of relevant environmental legislation shows that present Acts and Ordinances do not adequately
provide necessary legal backup for ecotourism development. The National Environment Act provides
legal regulations only with regard to mass tourism. According to the Act, only the construction of hotels
or holiday resorts or projects which provide recreational facilities exceeding 99 rooms or 40 hectares has
to take environmental approval. This excludes small scale tourism activities, including ecotourism
which usually takes place in environmentally fragile areas. It is claimed that the Act has not been
effectively enforced with regard to tourism, by the respective authorities (Micheal, 2000).
As per the Tourism Act, declaration of tourist development areas has to be in accordance with the
National Environment Act No. 47 of 1980. However, regulations presented in the Tourism Act No. 38 of
2005 are not adequate to cover possible negative environmental and socio-cultural impacts of tourism
activities, carried out in pristine areas.
The policy review reveals the fact that there is room for accommodating ecotourism as a mutually
beneficial tool for both environment and tourism sectors. However, the present legal framework is not
sufficient to address the issues and future needs of ecotourism development in Sri Lanka. Since forestbased ecotourism takes place in environmentally fragile forest areas, it is vital to have clear and
comprehensive legal regulations in place to minimize probable negative impacts. Also, absence of
guidelines for carrying out ecotourism remains a major issue at national level.

10. Policy Implications and Recommendations
Experience shows that ecotourism is an ideal tool for environmental conservation and economic
development at local level. It is important that forest-based ecotourism is acknowledged as a tool which
would provide benefits for both environment and tourism sectors. In doing so, establishing a wellcoordinated mechanism among the tourist agencies and environment agencies should receive high policy
priority. At higher level, the MENR and the MoT should have a close coordination with regard to
ecotourism. This could be facilitated through an inter-ministerial committee to identify the existing
conflicts among tourism policies and initiatives with environment policies. At implementation level,
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the agencies coming under both the ministries have to work together as per the guidelines provided by the
policies and provisions made by the relavant legislation. The SLTDA, in collaboration with the FD and
the DWLC should take the lead in this regard.
Assignment of clear roles for relevant stakeholders should be considered essential. Accordingly the
MENR, MoT and the agencies coming under the two ministries can play the roles of formulation of
required rules and guidelines, setting required standards, effective law enforcement, monitoring and
facilitation. The need for having a coordinated effort between the two sectors can be re-emphasized in
this regard. The SLTDA can also play a crucial role of effective marketing of ecotourism, in order to
promote the country as an ecotourism destination and to attract genuine ecotourists to the country. The
private sector will have to play an important role in managing the businesses as entrepreneurs. The
NGOs can play the role of assisting local communities and facilitating achievements of community
benefit. Role of Provincial Councils are also important in allocating resources effectively for the
development of ecotourism at local level. The local communities do also have a role in actively participating
in ecotourism activities at all stages of the business, so that they gain the expected benefits.
A comprehensive policy and legal framework in place is a prerequisite for development of ecotourism.
First, it is important to have a common vision at national level for ecotourism, both by environment and
tourism sectors. Implementation of draft policy should receive priority in this regard. Also, the policy
has to be supported with required legislation, highlighting the required rules and regulations. The legislation
should address the issues of minimizing possible negative environmental and socio-cultural impacts.
The requirements are not met by the present legislation.
Revisions should be made in the FO and Flora and Fauna Protection Ordinance to enable investing
tourism income in forest conservation. Conservation contribution is an important aspect of forest-based
ecotourism. Even at present, the FD and DWLC earn a significant amount of revenue annually from
forest-based nature tourism, and there is an unexploited potential too. With emerging opportunities of
ecotourism, there is potential for generating high economic returns and provisions have to be made in the
said legislation to enable the agencies to utilize that revenue in conservation.
Private sector involvement in ecotourism should be encouraged. Private sector involvement in ecotourism
is crucial since they possess the capacity and skills required for ecotourism. Accordingly, the private
sector can be allowed to undertake ecotourism under the rules and regulations made by the relevant state
agencies, in order to minimize possible negative impacts. This can be successfully achieved through
public-private partnerships. Necessary revisions will have to be made in the legislation of the forestry
sector to facilitate such initiatives.
At present, ecotourism businesses are undertaken in an ad-hoc manner. It is important to take steps to
prepare a database on potential forest sites and other natural sites which can be developed as ecotourism
sites. The preparation of a list of potential ecotourism sites should be based on tourist appeal of the site,
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socio-cultural aspects, environmental and other physical criteria etc. Such an initiative will have to be
carried out by close collaboration of tourism and environment agencies, in consultation0 with local
communities. The database would serve as a vital information source for entrepreneurs who are willing
to enter into ecotourism in the future.
Absence of clear standards and guidelines is viewed to be a major cause for most of the issues faced on
ecotourism in Sri Lanka. It is important to establish clear standards and guidelines in offering ecotourism
products as well as in carrying out eco-lodges. Simultaneously, this will have to be coupled with an
ecotourism certification program to ensure that ecotourism businesses adhere to true ecotourism principles
and to make sure that true ecotourism products and services are offered.
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Annex : List of Key Informants Interviewed
1

Mr Palitha Gurusinghe, President, Sri Lanka Ecotourism Foundation (SLEF)

2

Mr P.U. Ratnayake, Deputy Director, Sri Lanka Tourist Board

3

Mr Kumarasiri, District Forest Officer - Kurunegala

4

Mr Nandakumara, District Forest Officer - Ratnapura

5

Mr George Michael, Secretary, Ministry of Tourism

6

Professor Sarath Kotagama, Ecotourism Society of Sri Lanka

7

Mr Sarath Fernando, Conservator General, Forest Department

8

Mr A. Hathurusinghe, Conservator (Research), Forest Department

9

Mr Chandra de Silva, Chairman, Ecotourism Society of Sri Lanka

10 Mr Ananda Wijesooriya, Director General, Department of Wildlife Conservation
11 Mr Gehan de Silva, CEO - Jetwing Eco Holidays (& Director EcoTourism - Jetwing Hotels)
12 Park Warden, Yala National Park

Annex 2: Definitions of Different Categories of Tourism
Category

Definition

Mass tourism

Large-scale tourism, typically associated with ‘sea, sand, sun’ resorts and
characteristics such as transnational ownership, minimal direct economic
benefit to destination communities, seasonality, and package tours

Sustainable Tourism

Tourism that meets the needs of present tourist and host regions while
protecting and enhancing opportunities for the future

Nature-based tourism

Any form of tourism that relies primarily on the natural environment for
its attractions or settings.

Ecotourism

Responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment and
improves the welfare of local people

Adventure tourism

A form of nature-based tourism that incorporates an element of risk, higher
levels of physical exertion, and the need for specialized skill

Source: TIES (2006), which sources Zoe Chafe, “Interest in Responsible Travel Grows, Vital Signs 2005”
(The Worldwatch Institute,) p 101 which sources: Merriam- Webster Dictionary, National Geographic
Traveler, TIES, World Tourism Organization, Pro-Poor Tourism, Encyclopedia of Ecotourism, and
Responsibletravel.com.
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