
The first objective of the BMZ project was to identify priority 
coastal ecosystems that required rehabilitation and conservation, 
and to base this identification on ecological and socio-economic 
importance, suitability and needs.  Two stretches in Puttalam 
– situated in the north western province of Sri Lanka – were 
selected and identified at a national level as being vulnerable 
and threatened socio-economically and ecologically.  On the 
coast, a stretch from Chilaw to Kalpitiya and inland on the eastern 
shore of the lagoon, a stretch from Puttalam to Gangewadiya 
were selected. The BMZ project team in Sri Lanka then set about 
selecting sites within these stretches.  

Initially, they carried out a five-day reconnaissance survey of 
the two stretches and selected 15 sites within these stretches 
for socio-economic and ecological assessment.  The framework 
of the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment was used for this 

integrated assessment, including assessment and ranking 
of direct and indirect drivers of human-induced changes 
and the services that ecosystems provide humans.  The team 
recommended that three villages  — Soththupitiya and Eththale 
on the western shore of the lagoon and Thirrikkapallama on 
the eastern shore of the lagoon — be selected for focused 
interventions. Activities designed to reduce pollution and 
provide alternate income were introduced in Sothupitiya and 
Thirrikapallama.  Meanwhile, the IUCN team observed that 
stakeholders’ meetings were held sectorally and geographically 
separate, with each department focussing on a narrow set of 
issues related only to their own area.

Soon, the team realised that this sectoral and site-specific focus 
would lead to piecemeal interventions and that an approach 
was needed that considered the lagoon as a whole. 
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Shifting from a site-specific to a lagoon-wide approach.       

Initially, IUCN Sri Lanka set about facilitating the formation of 
a District Level Coordination Committee (DLCC) comprising 
representatives from several community-based organisations, 
as well as officers from different government agencies.  In 
doing so, they have been successful is creating awareness that 
the Puttalam lagoon needs conservation and management in 
its entirety.  The establishment of this participatory mechanism 
has been unique because such a cross sectoral committee that 
included communities had not existed before. 

Realisation is now setting in that the goods and services 
provided by Puttalam lagoon system to communities in the 
area are being affected by anthropogenic activities. A large 
number of people have been involved in lagoon and marine 
fishery activities and fishing is the major livelihood of most 
people in the Puttalam lagoon area, yet the productivity of the 
lagoon is being slowly choked by the development of shrimp 
farms, expansion of salterns, unsustainable fishing practices, 
extensive solid waste and chemical pollution and unplanned 
development. 

Secondly, the team at IUCN realised that the existing land 
use map of the area was dated and did not reflect current 
on-the-ground realities.  A new map of the lagoon and its 
surrounds is being developed, with the assistance of officers 
from the Land Commissioner General’s department.  This map 
will be one of several that will form an atlas of the Puttalam 
lagoon system which will show institutional, jursidictional, 
resource conflicts, ecological, infrastructural overlays that 
will serve as powerful advocacy tools for decision making.                                                                                       

Thirdly, IUCN has undertaken a detailed ecological survey of the 
lagoon and surrounds. The preliminary survey for site selection 
revealed that the presence of two critically endangered 
plant species in mangrove habitats, namely Scyphiphora 
hydrophyllacea and Cynometra iripa. A detailed survey will 
reveal the most sensitive ecological sites and highlight the most 
damaging direct drivers in the entire lagoon.  The results of this 
survey, like the atlas, will serve as an advocacy tool.

The ultimate goal for the IUCN team is to facilitate the 
establishment of a Lagoon Management Authority – to 
institutionalise a management body that will use an ecosystem-
based, holistic approach for development planning of the 
Puttalam lagoon system.

An opportune change in approach

This shift in focus from village to lagoon in Puttalam has been 
very timely.   With the 30-year war over, and the north western 
coast now clear of conflict, the Puttalam district is drawing the 
attention of the national government. A major development 
programme that involves increased tourism in the area, 
infrastructure development and investment in the area is 
planned. The BMZ project interventions will contribute greatly 
to making this development sustainable. 
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