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During the British period, particularly after the fall of the kingdom of Kandy, attention 

was shifted to the interior where they promoted plantation agriculture. In the latter stages of 

the British rule, interest in renovating ancient irrigation works, particularly in the dry zone, 

was initiated. The more benevolent Governors such as Henry Ward and Gregory took the 

initiative in this regard. Thus Le Mesieur in his Manual of the Nuwara Eliya Distrct stressed 

the need for protection and maintenance of the intricate canal systems in the drier areas of the 

hill country. This marked the beginning of interest in water resources development during the 

period culminating in the establishment ofthe Irrigation Department at the tum ofthe century. 

The Irrigation Department has remained in the forefront of water resources development since 

its inception and has contributed much to the development of expertise in the field. The 

Department of Agriculture, begun again during the British period, contributed to this effort in 

a different way. To date these two departments represent the main repositories of knowledge 

on water resources of Sri Lanka. 

At the same time, the emerging adverse impacts of indiscriminate clearing of montane 

forests for plantation agriculture were gradually recognized. The need for protection of land 

above 5,000 feet for stream reservations, and for soil conservation led to several studies, 

primarily through the committees and commissions appointed by the colonial government 

from time to time as reflected by the Committee on Soil Conservation appointed in 1931. This 

process was facilitated during the path to National Independence through the executive 

committee system of the State Council. The appointment of the Land Commission of 1927 

and the introduction of the Land Development Ordinance of 1935 under the able guidance of 

Hon. D.S. Senanayake, the then Minister of Agriculture and Lands, gave the much-needed 

fillip to irrigation and water resources development. Food shortages during the period of war 

provided some impetus to promote irrigation schemes even in the hill country. 

Water Resources Development and Research since National Independence 

With National Independence in 1948, a concerted effort was made to develop water resources 

through irrigation projects such as Gal Oya, followed by Uda Walawe and subsequently 
cr 

Mahaweli, which even attracted some criticism. However, the renovation of ancient irrigation 

works and rehabilitation of minor irrigation systems continued along with the construction of 

a few new ones. In the meantime, hydropower development, flood control, water supply and 

sanitation and land reclamation programs gained new vigor and dynamism under a new political 

leadership. Thus the Laxapana hydropower station, though proposed in 1918, was 

commissioned only in 1950. On the other hand, the mini-hydropower plants in the plantations, 

which were operational during the colonial period, were gradually neglected. Similarly, the 

preoccupation with large-scale irrigation projects led to a relative neglect of small irrigation 

systems and groundwater development until recently. 
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It is noteworthy that there are hardly any journals particularly devoted to the publication 

of papers arising from water resources research. There are a few newsletters, and popular 

magazines published by some government agencies that contain papers of informative and 

educational value. The most common local outlets for research seem to be in the journals 

published by NARESA, Department of Agriculture and the Institution of Engineers, SLAAS 

and those in the universities. At the universities many post-graduate dissertations related to 

water research seem to remain unpublished although some papers arising from them are 

published elsewhere. 

Since its inception, IIMI has contributed immensely to water research in the irrigation 

sector, both nationally and globally. A narrower definition of water management adopted 

during the early phase of the Institute confined its activities largely to major irrigation systems 

and their more socioeconomic and institutional aspects of management. The recent expansion 

of the scope of IIMI (altered to IWMI) activities to focus research on the 'analysis of water 

use at the water basin level, and the identification of the practices for managing irrigation 

supplies that will lead to real water savings, reduction in soil salinity, and higher water 

productivity,' is undoubtedly a step in the right direction through which water research could 

be organized more holistically. In terms of publications and dissemination of knowledge, IWMI 

is taking a leading role in the field of water resources. It may be somewhat premature to 

evaluate the actual impact of IWMI on agrarian societies and on food security in relation to 

the investments made. There is a belief that IWMI should engage more on research to develop 

technology than on the soft socioeconomic aspects of irrigation. 

It is encouraging to note the increase in the volume of publications related to water resources 

of Sri Lanka since national independence (figure 1). Although no claim is made to the 

completeness of the bibliography presented here, it is assumed that the growth of publications 

since national independence has been steady and significant. The takeoff in the 1960s may be 

attributed to the impact of the activities of the Hunting Survey, Mahweli Project Planning and 

the International Hydrological Decade. 

Survey on Water-Related Research in Sri Lanka 
fr 

In order to get an understanding of the present status of water research in Sri Lanka, a 

questionnaire survey was conducted by the Conference Organization with the help of a sample 

of knowledgeable persons in Sri Lanka who could be easily accessed. The questionnaire was 

divided into three parts: (a) Contact Information and Institutional Affiliation, (b) Opinions on 

Strengthening Water Research in Sri Lanka, and (c) Information on Organizations Conducting 

Water Research in Sri Lanka. The questionnaire was brief and was not intended to be a 

comprehensive survey on the subject. In all, 62 questionnaires were returned by the persons 

from whom information had been requested. A breakdown of the sample of persons who 

responded is given in figure 2. 
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The answers received for questions 1,2, and 3 are listed in tables 1,2, and 3. With regard 

to important topics for water-related research in Sri Lanka, there was a wide variety of opinion. 

What is listed in table 1 (as well as in 2 and 3) is only a summary and a short list with key 

words where most duplicating answers were avoided. An attempt to classify the suggested 

topics tend to fall into the following categories in terms of frequency and ranking: 

• Policy, planning and institutional 

• Irrigation and agriculture 

• Water quality and treatment 

• Environmental and coastal 

• Economics of water use 

• Watershed management 

• Groundwater 
• Water resources information and education 

• Rainfall and rainwater harvesting 

• Other topics 
The first three broad areas of topics accounted for nearly half the total responses. It 

appears that policy, planning and institutional issues provide the most important topics for 

water research in Sri Lanka. This may partly be due to the preponderance of government 

agencies in the sample. 

The responses to the question on the consequences of inadequate water-related research 

were more specific than the topics for research. Here, in terms of ranking, the most important 

categories were: poor coordination in policy and planning; environmental problems; lack of 

public sensiti vity and underinvestment; and improper use of water in irrigation and agriculture. 

All others including health, hydropower, social welfare, etc., accounted for the balance. 

The response to questions 2-6 in general reflected the recommendations suggested by the 

respondents. The list of recommendations as appearing in table 3 is much longer and proved 

difficult to classify compared with responses to the questions on topics and consequences. 

However, the mo"st significant feature here is the overwhelming agreement that there should be 

a centralized agency to manage water resources and related research activities. This was 

expressed through the use of a variety of terms such as, authority, institute, council, commission, 

interagency committee, etc. It appeared to be based on the premise that there is a lack of 

coordination resulting in duplication of effort and wastage of resources. With regard to funding, 

nearly two-thirds of the respondents felt that water resources research is only partially funded 

or not funded at all, and that this fact is a serious limitation for research. 

Only a limited number of responses were received for the long list of questions under the 

category on Organizations Conducting Water Research and Investigations. It appears however 

that, a large majority of organizations are involved with applied research rather than with 

basic or fundamental studies. Even the universities seem to prefer applied research in view of 

better prospects for locating funds. Most organizations that undertake water research seem to 





xlv 

•	 Political commitment for water source protection 

•	 Implications of devolution of power 

•	 Catchment management and hydrological impacts 

•	 Low cost water treatment option for rural areas 

•	 Water resources information systems 

•	 Planning for reduction of water use for agriculture 

•	 Strengthening water user institutions 

•	 Low-cost, appropriate technology 

•	 Algal toxins 

•	 Dynamic roughness filters 

•	 Sectoral demand for water at present and in the future 

•	 Rational and equitable allocation of water 

•	 Urban and industrial water supply 

•	 Gender and water 

•	 Wastewater treatment and disposal 

•	 Supply of potable water in areas of tourist interest 

•	 Studies on deep groundwater 

•	 Salinity intrusion of surface water and groundwater 

•	 Crop water requirements 

•	 Impacts of forest crops on groundwater 

•	 Effect of water use on the environment 

•	 Small catchment hydrological research 

•	 Socioeconomic problems related to watershed management 

•	 Improved characterization of rainfall probabilities 

•	 Relationship between water rights and property rights 

•	 Irrigation and land tenure 

•	 Water problems related to sea-level rise 

•	 Irrigation management and reservoir sedimentation 

Coastalgone management 

•	 Treatment of industrial effluents 

•	 Monitoring of surface water and groundwater quality 

•	 Mitigation of drought impacts 

•	 Impacts of global climatic changes 

•	 Hydro-politics 

•	 Policy research, cost-effective policy formulation 

•	 Longshore currents and sediment transport 

•	 Low water use efficiency 

•	 Environmental pollution of inland freshwater 

•	 Drainage problems in agriculture 

•	 Irrigation and weed control 
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•	 Nonoptimal hydropower generation 

•	 Increase in capital and operational costs 

•	 Consumer sufferings 

•	 Sedimentation problems 

•	 Uneconomical use of water 

•	 Productivity losses 

•	 Conflicts over water resources 

•	 Lack of equity 

•	 Poor policy framework 

•	 Irreversible ecosystem deterioration 

•	 Scarcity of quality water 

•	 Pollution of drinking water 

•	 Interruptions in pumping due to discharge of effluents (Colombo) 

•	 Adverse effects on proper planning of major irrigation systems 

•	 Overlooking of small tank cascades in planning 

•	 Lack of appropriate catchment parameters for planning 

•	 Emerging water quality and salinity problems (Mahaweli) 

•	 Siltation of dams (Polgolla) 

•	 Pollution of metropolitan waterways 

•	 Insufficient recharge capacity in agro-wells 

•	 Multiplicity of water-related institutions 

•	 Erroneous decision making related to irrigation and agriculture 

•	 Adverse impacts of sea-level rise on water supply schemes 

•	 Coastal erosion 

•	 Unexpected threats to aquatic life (prawn farming) 

•	 Slow economic growth 

•	 Limited number of trained scientists 

•	 Poor yields - poor income - poor people 

•	 Delayed policy corrections
fr 

•	 Expensive, misguided irrigation projects 

•	 Failure of water resources projects (Nilwala, coastal drainage) 

•	 Scarce resources dissipated on unimportant areas while problems of farmers remain 

unresolved 

•	 Increase in rehabilitation costs 

•	 Increase in the cost of provision for health care 

•	 Failure of ADA's dug-well program in Galgamuwa AGA division 

•	 Lack of data for pollution control 

•	 Increase in the possibilities of water poisoning 

•	 Water shortages during severe droughts 

•	 Waste of water during rainy seasons 

•	 Increase in freak flooding 
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Improve interagency interaction including politicians 

Create a think tank (brainstorming group) linked to WRS 

Agree on a standard format for information on water research 

Draw up a research master plan for all major agencies 

Centralize in one organization 

All revenue earning agencies to contribute to a research fund 

Set up and promote an interagency standing committee 

Set up a National Specialist Group drawn from all relevant agencies under the coordination 

of WRS to draw up a broad agenda 

Research funding should be at least 0.1% of the value of water used in the country 

Research budget should be at least 5-10% the overall budgets of implementing agencies 

Research should be demand-driven and based on the needs of user groups 

Set up an apex body for inter-institutional collaborative research 

Introduce hydrological boundaries for regional administration 

Introduce one responsible agency as a directorate for all water-related activities 

NARESA should maintain a data bank on available research findings 

Increase links between research organizations 

Develop a network of parties involved 

Implement Land Commission recommendations to establish a Watershed Management 

Authority or a Central Body 

Establish a well-endowed national water prize for research 

Offer doctoral fellowships to train young scientists 

Devote at least 1% of the budget for externally funded projects 

Harness more modem electronic technology for water research 

Establish a permanent commission on water resources management 

Promote proper coordination among the research organizations and regulatory authorities 

Set up technical working groups 

Encourage effective use of electronic media 

Establish a water resources coordinating institute 
u 

Publish seminar and conference proceedings 

Translate research findings to swabhasha 

Establish a Water Management Research and Training Institute at national level 

Scientist and technologist should replace ignoramuses in framing policy and management 

Raise funding level to 1% of GDP 

Formulate a regulatory and legislative framework 

Establish a Central Water Resources Authority with statutory provisions 

Create awareness programs at school and university levels 

A wealth of practical knowledge is available among practicing engineers and there should 

be some means of harnessing this knowledge 

Let juniors be engaged in basic/fundamental research while seniors involve in applied 

research 




