
If there is an industry that will raise 
its head very quickly once the 
COVID-19 pandemic is over, it is 
the tourism industry.People all 

over the world who have been under 
lockdown and experiencing extreme 
stress throughout this pandemic, will 
automatically start travelling widely 
in order to relieve that stress,once the 
world is free of the effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Such tourists will effortlessly select 
Sri Lanka for tourism based 
onexperiencing nature. That is not only 
due to their liking to enjoy the natural 
beauty of this country but also because 
they know that Sri Lanka is a fertile 
field for sensitive tourism concepts 
such as “nature-based tourism” 
and“ecotourism”that provide rewarding 
experiences.

Mr. AnuraSathurusinghe, Director of 
the Ecosystem Conservation and 
Management Project (ESCAMP) 
operating under the Department of 
Wildlife and Forest Conservation, 
states that the positive influence 
of these two concepts on the 
tourism industry is huge, and in 
order to benefit from that, the 
way we prepare and think as a 
country are of the utmost 
importance.

“Many people believe that nature-
based tourism and ecotourism are both 
the same. That is not so. Clearly, they 
are two different concepts. Nature-
based tourism is based on the values of 
nature. In that scenario, there is no 
proper framework of how responsibly 
the tourists should act in natural 
ecosystems. They have the freedom to 
take a leisurely bath at a waterfall or 
frolic freely in rivers and streams. 
There are no stringent rules and 
regulations in operation, placing 
restrictions on tourists.”

“But ecotourism is different.It is a 
travel process is which tourists have to 
travel according to a set plan and act 
with responsibility. Furthermore, it is 
not something anybody could do. Only 
people who are firmly bonded with 
nature, flora and fauna seek this sort of 
experiences from the bottom of their 
hearts. They have the discipline and 
patience to indulge in ecotourism.”

“In any case more and 
moretourists,both local and overseas, 
are becoming attracted to nature-based 
tourism. That is why places such as 
Knuckles, Yala, Kanneliya and the 
Sinharaja Forest Reserve overflow with 
people on weekends and holidays. They 
behave freely at such places. But the 
damage caused by them to nature 
becomes visible only after the crowds 
leave. Plastic and polythene are 
scattered everywhere. Even though 
they enjoy themselves, these people do 
not care for or have any bond with 
nature and the environment.’’

“But the fundamental factor of 
ecotourism is responsible travel, 
minimizing the carbon footprint and 
impact upon the environment. 
Furthermorethe concept of ecotourism 
is based on the welfare of the people 
living in the adjacent villages, inside 
that ecosystem. That means that some 
part of the earnings from ecotourism 
should go to the indigenous populations. 
There is a code of ethics which is 
recognized the world over for that. But, 
this doesn’t happen in this way in our 
country.  If it did, nature would be 
conserved and the tourism industry 
would become capable of generating 
more income.”

“Since of late, what has become more 
popular in our country is nature-based 
tourism - the concept of getting closer 
to nature and enjoying it without any 
restrictions. The reason for this 
popularity is that nature-based tourism 
comprises of activities such as 
mountaineering, water sports, 
adventure tourism and campingthat 
allow tourists to become more closely 
involved with nature. If these concepts 
are to be enjoyed in the long term, they 
should be regulated as well as promoted, 
because we cannot expect people to 
deal with the environment with self-
imposed discipline. At least the next 
generation has to be inculcated with 
the concept of caring for the 
environment.”

“The tourism industry will last only 
as long as the environment is preserved. 
For that, as a country, we must 
conserveand develop the ecosystems in 
this land. Ours is a small country with 
a large population. The forest cover of 
the country is only 30%. Even at 
present, there are some people in this 

c o u n t r y 
who think 
that forests are 
useless jungle lands. In 
launching any development activity, 
even officials start off with forest lands 
because a value has not been given to 
forests.People do not realize that it is 
onlybecause of the forests that we are 
able to breathe freely and survive.”

“Other than oxygen, entertainment 
is another invaluable service offered by 
forests. If we can earn something by 
offering these services to someone 
without harming the ecosystems, that 
economic process should be promoted. 
That is what is the advantage of nature-
based tourism. The other thing is that 
we only utilize a small part such as 2% 
of the whole forest environment for 
these activities. Visiting the rare forest 
resources such as the habitations of 
animals, their breeding grounds, huge 
trees etc. is strictly prohibited. Not 
only tourists,nobody is permitted to go 
into these forested areas. It should 
remain that way if the forest resource is 
to be preserved.”

As Mr. Sathurusingheexplained, 
tourist guides have a heavy 
responsibility in this task. He states 
that the need for qualified tourist 
guides will increase in the future and 
the relevant institutions that train them 
need to be put into action immediately.

“Tourist guides are actually equal to 
the ambassadors of a country. That is 
why it is essential that they become 
subject experts in this field. It is very 
important that they are truly 
knowledgeable and are able to 
disseminate the correct information 
about the natural environment of Sri 
Lanka to tourists.Mass media and 
bloggers play a major role in this too. 
So the fact that the importance of 
nature-based tourism is even slowly 
getting across to people is encouraging.”

“Furthermore, our attention has 
been drawn towards sustainable 
tourism. The Department of Forest 
Conservation and the Department of 
Wildlife Conservation are working 
directly with our ESCAMP Project. 
Through this project, we are paying 
more attention to uplifting the living 
conditions of the people living in jungle 
villages in areas such as Sinharaja, 
Knuckles and Yala, and are preparing 
the necessary background for nature-
based tourism.”

“Why do we do this?  We do this 
because these groups of people were 
dependent on the relevant forest areas 
for their livelihoods, once upon a time. 
Most of the members of these 
communities work as tourist guides in 
the areas relevant to them. For example, 
there are 22 tourist guides in the 
Kudawa Village in the Sinharaja Forest 
Reserve. Their knowledge about the 
lifestyle patterns of animals and 
environmental patterns in the relevant 
area is extensive since they have been 
living with flora and fauna there. The 
knowledge of these tourist guides is so 
high that even foreign tourists coming 
to visit the Sinharaja Forest Reserve 
sometimes ask for a particular tourist 
guide by name. These guides have built 
an excellent rapport with overseas 
visitors. They can speak at least two or 
more foreign languages, if not fluently 
but sufficient enough to communicate 

with overseas visitors. We should bring 
this group to the fore. They should be 
made to follow professional level 
courses conducted by the Sri Lanka 
Institute of Tourism and Hotel 
Management and be given professional 
status.”

“On the other hand, we canalso 
provide employment opportunities to 
the youth of the relevant villages. They 
have a good opportunity not to limit 
themselves to one sector but to work in 
social media as a blogger, using their 
knowledge of the area. If they could be 
trained quickly, a group of local 
bloggers could be generated, giving 
them the opportunity of going forward 

in another aspect of the tourism 
industry and earningmoney.”

“Furthermore, there are about 
two million hectares of forest land 
in the country. It is about one third 

of the extent of the country.  But, 
only a small percentage of these wild 
areas are open to tourists. About 5,000 
such permitted places have been 
identified.Now, we are preparing a new 
methodology for identifying these 
ecosystems.Also, new factors and 
methodologies are being prepared to 
allow people to enjoy nature without 
harming the environment,the flora and 
fauna.Background preparations are also 
being made to increase the quality of 
infrastructure facilities.”

“One reason for Sri Lanka becoming 
popular in the world for nature-based 
tourism is the fact that a visitor to the 
country can experience varied 
ecosystems within the short time of 
one day. There is no other country 
where a tourist can watch the two 
largest mammals in the world, the 
whale and the elephant, within a couple 
of hours. Here in Sri Lanka, one could 
enjoy the cool climate of Nuwara Eliya 
and go to a place with hot water 
springs such as Jaffna or Trincomalee 
in a day. People say that the best 
nature-based tourism in the world 
could be experienced in Costa Rica 
and Peru. Compared with the way 
those countries have developed their 
small natural ecosystems, the 
biodiversity in Sri Lanka is enormous. 
But even though we have natural 
ecosystems, we are very backward in 
developing them.But if we can 
preserve and develop our nature 
with our extensive biodiversity 
and put them in the proper 
‘track,’ we can reach first place in 
nature-based tourism in the 
world. We have an abundance 
of natural resources for 
that.”

“Besides, because of 
this COVID-19 
pandemic, much good 
is being done to our 
forests. Because of 
the lockdowns and 
travel restrictions, 
people visiting 
forests and 
v a r i o u s 
ecosystems 

has stopped. 
Wild animals 
have more freedom now. Truly 
they live in freedom at present. 
But there are rumours that the 
slaughtering of wild animals has 
increased, as the people in jungle 
areas have taken up hunting and 
selling meat due to the lack of 
income.”

“So, it seems that the 
COVID-19 pandemic has its 
good and bad sides. Even 
though this pandemic is 
causing trouble to 
humankind, if the 
ecosystems have got 
some rest and peace 
due to that, it is 
something good for 
the future of 
mankind. Further 
more, this is an 
opportunity we have 
got to develop nature-
based tourism even 
more…”

- Inoka Perera 
Bandara
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