
The COVID-19 pandemic 
continues to keep the world 
wrapped in uncertainty. 
The silver ray in these dark 

hours of the world is that finally we 
are accepting that humans 
exploiting nature to fulfill  unending 
desires is the main cause for all the 
chaos. 

Since time when humans first 
appeared on earth, nature protected 
them, nurtured  them, and made a 
conducive environment for mankind 
to live in harmony with the rest of 
the world.

Massive rainforests prevent 
viruses, bacteria and fungi that 
exist in wild animals and plants of 
these forests, from spreading out of 
its borders. These gigantic forest 
structures continue to act as 
barriers concealing all possible 
pathogens within forest ecosystems. 

But today, this wall is breaking 
down mainly due to human 
activities, and these ecosystems 
have reached the point of no 
return due to the abuse and 
exploitation heaped on them by 
mankind. Nature, that has endured 
the abuses and exploitations of 
mankind for ages, has now taken 
matters in to its powerful hands. 

We are now forced to endure 
the repercussions of our 

own actions even at 
the cost of our 

lives. 

As of now, it is accepted globally 
that preventing the emergence of 
pandemics caused by zoonotic 
pathogens needs to be supported by 
socio-economic solutions that 
protect biodiversity. 

An article published in June this 
year, by the Asian Development 
Bank (ADB) points out that aside 
from monitoring pathogens, it is 
also required to mitigate the drivers 
of disease emergence such as 
population growth, expansion of 
livestock and agricultural areas into 
natural habitats, deforestation, 
increased contact with wildlife 
pathogen reservoirs, growing 
wildlife trade, and the rise of 
bushmeat hunting and consumption. 
And to achieve this, ADB highlights 
that multiple dimensions of socio-
economic development need to be 
taken into account. 

Referring to the global situation 
t h a t exists threatening 

ecosystems, Prof. Inoka 
C. Perera, Senior Lecturer 
and Researcher in the 
Department of 
Zoology and 
Environment 
Sciences at the 
University of Colombo, 
emphasises that the 

disintegration of the 
protection 

provided 
by 

ecosystems is a powerful cause 
leading to the breakdown in the 
lives of the whole of mankind. 

“For millions of years’ humans 
lived as a part of ecosystems 
without causing destruction. Fauna, 
flora and all other countless number 
of microorganisms always work 
together to keep the environment in 
its proper balance. For millions of 
years, our country had many such 
ecosystems with high biodiversity,” 
he explained. 

Commenting on the recent past 
that is packed with human 
development -related demands, he 
pointed out that this coexistence 
between mankind and ecosystems 
has started to deteriorate. 
“Exploitation of forests and 
urbanisation continues 
uncontrollably in an unplanned 
manner. Simultaneously, the 
tendency of humans being subjected 
to epidemics and pandemics has 
increased too. The concerning 
factor is that some of them are 

deadly disease conditions, 
transmitted from animals to 

humans.”
There is a reason for 

viruses, bacteria 
and fungus to 

exist 
in 

wild 
plants and animals. As Prof 

Perera explained, even though 
numerous pathogens live inside 
wild animals and plants, these 
animals or plants (host species) do 
not fall sick or die. Yet, if 
contracted by humans, these 
pathogens could turn out to be 
extremely contagious, he added. 
“For example, several other viruses 
have been identified to live in bats. 
Those viruses do not cause 
sickness to these animals. Yet, 
when humans contract the 
pathogens, they react in completely 
different ways,” explained Prof. 
Perera. 

As he further explained, when 
these pathogens, specially viruses, 
enter the human body,  they act fast 
to preserve their existence. “For 
that, the genetic material of those 
viruses modify to ensure their 
preservation in the host body. Then, 
the break out could cause a more 
serious disease,” he said. 

“Today we are concerned about 
COVID-19, yet there are a countless 
number of other viruses in the 
bodies of animals that could be 
transmitted to humans, if the wall 
of protection breaks down. These 
viruses in the bodies of animals will 
be transmitted to humans if 
mankind continues destroying 
ecosystems and cause stress on 
wild animals as well as plants,” 

Prof. Perera further added.
Currently, the ground reality 
is that traditional 

environment and 
ecosystem conservation 

methods as well as 
standard 

pandemic risk mitigation 
mechanisms desperately need 
a novel approach. Fortunately, 
globally and locally this has 
been taken to consideration by a 
few experts and the struggle 
continues to gain a wider 
attention. 

Environmental conservation has 
now evolved into ecosystem 
conservation, and today there are 
dedicated programmes to conserve, 
preserve and manage various Sri 
Lankan ecosystems. One prominent 
programme in this backdrop is the 
Ecosystem Conservation and 
Management Project, a.k.a. 
ESCAMP, that jointly operates with 
the Departments of Wildlife 
Conservation and Forest 
Department, under the Ministry of 
Wildlife and Forest Conservation. 

Commenting on the current 
pandemic situation, former 
Conservator General of 
Forests and present 
ESCAMP Director Anura 
Sathurusinghe said that it 
is high time we, as a 
country elevate the priority 
given for ecosystem 
conservation. “In the face 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
mankind is fighting an 
uphill battle and faces a 
more challenging future due 
to the destruction of the 

environment. Yet we are 
improving the necessary 

steps to bring a remedy to 
this situation through 
ecosystem conservation,” 
said Sathurusinghe.
“One of our main activities 

is to minimise the adverse impacts 
on ecosystems caused by people 
living in the surroundings of such 
ecosystems. We conduct lifestyle 
development programmes to 
minimise such adverse impacts,” he 
explained. 

As Sathurusinghe elaborated 
through the livelihood development 
programme, livelihood methods are 
implemented among relevant 
communities as alternatives to 
traditional livelihood systems that 
existed for generations causing 
harm to the ecosystems of the area. 
Various revenue earning ventures 
are introduced through this 

programme to villagers and 
simultaneously 

alternative crops 
are introduced 

to 
mitigate 
conflict between wildlife 
fauna, flora and humans. 

As Sathurusinghe 
explained, the novelty of the 
programme is the active 
community participation in 
drawing the action plans for 
alternative livelihood 
methods. 

ESCAMP does not confine 
solely to protect ecosystems, 
but it is also initiating 
landscape management plans 
considering environmental 
and human wellbeing. “Many 
Sri Lankan communities for 
generations have based their 
livelihoods on ecosystems and 
the services they provide. 
When establishing alternative 
livelihoods, we need to ensure 
sustainability and a steady 
income for the people. 
Therefore, it is important that 
we conduct the process with 
the active participation of 
people from surrounding 
localities,” he pointed out.

 “We are carrying out all 
these activities because there is 
no other long-term solution for 
protecting ecosystems  and  
gradually minimise the 
probability of pandemic 
situations that can arise, like 
what we are experiencing at 
present,” added Sathurusinghe.

Citizens of Sri Lanka should 
understand that damages to 
ecosystems are sometimes 
invisible. Yet the damage can 
destroy the balance maintained 
within healthy ecosystems; 
causing stress on all its living and 
non-living elements. “In-depth 
knowledge of habitats and 
ecosystems is vital for people to 
protect them. Hence we insist on 
the active participation of 
communities in our activities to 
allow them to understand the value 
of the environment and to convince 
them that its far beneficial to 
safeguard and maintain ecosystems 
than to exploit these natural 
resources for short term gains,” he 
added.
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