
In the modern world, where people 
live in concrete jungles, urban 
beautification has become essential 
to add that serene touch of nature to 

the city. Beautification of human 
habitats, especially the urban areas, is an 
attempt to restore the beauty of nature 
that was once destroyed to build the 
same city. Within this context, 
landscaping has become a buzz word. 
Landscaped cities, parks, roads, streets 
and home gardens have become a 
common site in many townships in our 
country. Today everyone knows 
landscaping and it has become a 
compulsory part even when building a 
house. 

As the world advances with science 
and technology, landscaping too has 
expanded beyond the boundaries of 
horticulture. It has reached a more 
scientific level being applicable to 
complex areas such as urban 
development and environmental 
conservation. This is beyond the simple 
terms of a horticulturist’s landscape 
plan. 

Many countries have already gathered 
experience in this more complex version 
of landscaping, and currently Sri Lanka 
is beginning to use this novel concept, 
especially in environmental 
conservation. The advanced version of 
landscaping comes with scientific vision 
and meticulous planning. The new 
broader approach is not just landscaping 
but ‘Landscape Management,’ which is a 
highly technical subject.

This new approach is being applied at 
ground level in Sri Lanka with focus on 
environment and biodiversity 
conservation through the activities of 
the World Bank supported Ecosystem 
Conservation and Management Project 
(ESCAMP), which is being implemented 
under the Ministry of Wildlife and 
Forest Conservation.

The new landscape management 
approach of ESCAMP is not focused on 
any one singular aspect of environment 
conservation but instead considers all 
living and non-living aspects of the area 
- and surrounding areas - of a sensitive 
ecosystem. The applicable areas could 
either be a district, province or even a 
spot-specific ecosystem such as a water 
catchment area of mountainous land.

Scientifically explained, a landscape 
approach is “managing multiple land 
uses in an integrated manner, 
considering both the natural 
environment and human systems”.  

A selected landscape may comprise of 
all types of land uses in any area be it a 
forest area, wildlife areas, private lands, 
agricultural lands, reservoirs, 
homesteads, livestock areas (animal 
husbandry), plantations, urban areas, 

coastal areas, and road networks, 
etc.  Therefore, landscape 

planning and management is 
beneficial for people, as 

well as for flora and 
fauna.  

C u r r e n t l y , 
ESCAMP is 

propossing landscape management at 
ground level as pilot projects, in two 
selected locations in the country around 
Hurulu-Kawudulla-Kanthale and 
Sinharaja areas. 

Elaborating on the Landscape 
Management approach and the reason 
for promoting this complex idea,  
ESCAMP’s Landscape Planning and 
Management Coordinator Mr. H.G. 
Gunawardane states that: “The main 
cause of all-natural disasters and deadly 
catastrophes is insensible human 
activities that destroyed the environment 
draining massive quantities of natural 
resources.”  

The fast disappearance of arable 
lands, frequent floods, landslides, 
human-wildlife conflict, climate change, 
and poor harvests are consequences of 
unsystematic land utilisation. Though 
we have not yet encountered it, acid 
rains and skin cancer have already 
become global phenomena. 

“Nature does not change its course. 
For example, elephants will continue 
moving along their usual jungle 
corridors despite people constructing 
houses and buildings, blocking their 
migration paths – elephant corridors. 
They would walk across these 
constructions to reach their 
destinations,” adds Mr. Gunawardane.

Unplanned development activities of 
people has resulted in vast area of the 
forest cover of mountain tops and slopes 
being cleared. “Mountain slopes are not 
made to grow vegetables or establish tea 
plantations. Hill tops and slopes must be 
conserved as they consist of a major part 
of water catchment areas in the country.  
If tea is grown on a slope, suitable lands 
should be selected, and plantations 
should be formed with proper vegetation 
cover, along with stone mounds 
constructed to control erosion and with 
an adequate number of crop plants,” 
explains Mr. Gunawardane pointing at 
many other current disasters happening 

in the country.
Even with 
s l i g h t 

rainfall, many towns and villages 
experience flash floods, and 
mountainous areas face landslides; all 
are consequences of destructive human 
activities. A senior officer with vast 
experience in forest conservation, Mr. 
Gunawardane emphasises that the 
tendency for environmental destruction 
is increasing as situations with human 
habitations are getting complex with 
time. 

“From current trends, what we can 
assume is that in the years to come, 
most of our population will be living in 
cities.  This will create social conflict 
and environmental degradation, as well 
as the interruption of basic services. 
Good economic, social, and 
environmental planning practices of 
societies can find remedies to these 
negative trends,” he explains. 

In ancient times, our ancestors 
implemented these planning practice 
when designing villages, cities, water 
reservoirs, paddy fields and other 
agricultural lands, and they even 
demarcated forest areas for different 
purposes. Thus, citizens were not 
allowed to use the entire forest but a 
designated section closer to the village 
to fulfil their daily needs like firewood, 
medicine and forest-based food items, 
and so on. People were not allowed to 
enter certain restricted forest areas 
which were declared by the reigning 
sovereign as ‘protected areas’ – in 
Sinhala they were called ‘thahanam kale’ 
(prohibited forests). 

Some forests were maintained as 
reserves for herbal medicine – Ritigala, 
Nilgala and Dolukanda are such 
examples. Some forest areas were 
dedicated as fruit orchards, while some 
like the Udawatta Kale in Kandy, were 
dedicated for aesthetic purposes and 
resting. 

And the tank system of ancient 
‘Rajarata’ were designed specifically to 
collect and use rain water with maximum 
efficiency. The rainwater gets collected 
in smaller tanks which are filled. 
Irrigation canals are built to carry this 
water to larger tanks and from there to 
much larger tanks. This was called 
“Ellanga” tank system in the ancient 
days. The tanks and its water retention 
areas were safeguarded by protecting 
forest area in the vicinity on the reigning 
monarch’s orders.  

“Nobody had permission to break 
those rules at that time.  Yet today, 
houses and hotels have been constructed 
on tank bunds.  This has happened with 
or without the knowledge of government 
institutions and authorities.  And in 
some areas, cattle are released into 
forest reserves for grazing though it is 
restricted.  When grass is tainted by 
urine and dung of cattle, elephants and 
other animals do not like to feed on that 
grass.  Then, when wild animals go 
short of lush grazing spots, they invade 
nearby villages. Thus, the conflict 
between wildlife and humans is 
escalating.  Even though there are 
existing laws prohibiting such acts, 
these do not get implemented properly 
at the right time, and at the right place,” 
points out Mr. Gunawardane in dismay.

“Land degradation arises because of 
deforestation and improper utilisation of 
land, and is correlated with other 
complex issues. This is resulting in 
severe environmental disasters, low 
crop yield, depletion of water resources, 
air pollution, habitat loss, zoonotic 
deseases, increase of atmospheric 
temperature and so on,” he informs. 

City dwellers  depend on the central 
hills and the rainforests in remote areas 
to meet their water requirement as well 
as for fresh air to breath. When these 
essential elements are polluted at its 
origins, what would be the end product 
that city dwellers would receive? 
Therefore, as Mr. Gunawardane points 

out, preserving and protecting the 
environment and sensitive 

ecosystems i s  the 

responsibility of all people regardless of 
where they live.

Protecting forest cover and increasing 
it in all possible ways is an essential 
aspect that is identified in landscape 
management planning. The planning 
focuses on benefiting the people living 
around forest areas through forest 
conservation. The focus is also on 
engaging surrounding communities in 
increasing forest coverage. Each person 
can contribute. Even in a small garden, 
people can grow a fruit tree or two or 
opt for grassy lawns in gardens instead 
of concrete slabs.

The true objective of preparing a 
Landscape Management Plan is to align 
development activities systematic land 
utilisation patterns that are focused on 

protecting sensitive ecosystems to 
maintain the natural balance which is 
essential for human requirements.

“Land areas should be allocated for 
different projects after considering 
adequate criteria and according to a plan 
during the selection process . 
Implementing the plan should be an all-
inclusive step and a combined effort of 
all relevant stakeholders. Yet is that what 
happens now? As a country it is high 
time for us to give this serious thought,” 
points out Mr. Gunawardane.

Landscape management is known to 
have been launched globally in the mid-
sixties in countries such as China, the 
Netherlands, America, Korea, Thailand, 
Indonesia, Mexico and Rwanda.  
Currently, over 100 countries including 

Sri Lanka, have 
accepted this concept.

Mr. Gunawardena goes further 
to explain that it is essential to sensitise 
and change the attitude of the general 
public, government institutions and 
policymakers to to use land according to 
a well-thought-out land management 
plan.  He feels that this is the only way 
to achieve success through landscape 
management planning.

He further noted that it is high time 
to fulfil the vacuum created due to the 
lack of a national land utilisation plan 
with a holistic approach such as this, 
and the government accepting the 
concept and adopting it is important for 
progress in this area.

ESCAMP considers all living and non-
living elements when selecting locations 
for landscape management planning – 
i.e. Hurulu-Kawudulla-Kantale and 
Sinharaja areas. Livelihood development 
of people living in surrounding villages 
and buffer zones, is a crucial component. 
It is important because the level of 
dependency of villagers on the forest to 

maintain their livelihood has a 
significant impact in conservation 
attempts; less dependency would result 
in less negative impact on the forest due 
to human activities.

“But we must be concerned about 
establishing a sustainable livelihood 
development programme in the villages 
if we are to get corporation. Receiving 
this support from the people living in 
those villages is crucial for conservation 
efforts.  Most previous biodiversity and 
ecosystem conservation plans missed 
this point. Yet, we have identified this 
gap and it is a compulsory component of 
ESCAMP’s Landscape Management 
Planning,” concludes Mr. Gunawardane.  
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