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NaƟonwide support for healthy mangrove 
ecosystems with rich biodiversity      
 
The NaƟonal Policy Framework “Vistas of Prosperity and Splendour” of 
the present government has  introduced 10 key policies aimed at 
achieving the fourfold outcome of a producƟve ciƟzenry, a contented family, a disciplined and 
just society and a prosperous naƟon. Chapter 8 (Sustainable Environmental Policy) of the 
“Vistas of Prosperity and Splendour ” has been clearly menƟoned that achieving sustainable 
development through balanced social, economic and environmental pracƟces. Accordingly, it 
is the responsibility of all ciƟzens of the country for preserving the diverse ecosystems that 
exist in the country for our future generaƟons. 
 
As an island naƟon, Sri Lanka has a long coast line, and mangrove ecosystem is one of the 
main ecosystems found in the country’s coastal areas. Mangroves play an important role on 
the acƟviƟes of inhabitants in tropical and sub-tropical coastal areas. It contributes towards all 
ecosystem services - provisioning, regulatory, supporƟve and cultural services. Mangroves in 
Sri Lanka have been destroyed as a result of human seƩlements, industrial acƟviƟes, tourism, 
agriculture etc. The discharge of toxic substances and polluted water into lagoons, estuaries 
has an adverse impact on the living environment of mangrove species. The destrucƟon of 
mangroves has had a direct and indirect influence on the livelihood of the people and the 
survival of wild-life. Therefore, an increased public awareness of the significance of mangroves 
is of utmost importance for conservaƟon and management of mangrove ecosystems.  
 
This plan highlights the issues pertaining to mangrove ecosystems and appropriate measures 
towards to conservaƟon and sustainable use of mangrove ecosystems in Sri Lanka. 
PreparaƟon of this document is to a great extend assisted by the members of the NaƟonal 
Expert CommiƩee on Mangrove ConservaƟon and Sustainable Use, members of the Task 
Force for the RestoraƟon of Mangroves, officials of relevant government and corporate sector 
insƟtuƟons, academic, private sector and non - governmental organizaƟons. I greatly 
appreciate all of them for their invaluable contribuƟons.  
 
I hope this document will support for the survival of healthy mangrove ecosystems with rich 
biodiversity in Sri Lanka.  
 
Mahinda Amaraweera 
Hon. Minister of Environment  
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Strategic acƟons towards beƩer 
management of mangroves   

 

 Countries that harbour mangrove ecosystems have arisen to the target 
 of protecƟng the immeasurable services derived from this ecosystem. 
 Sri Lanka is no excepƟon, and in fact now leads the Commonwealth 

countries as the champion of Mangrove AcƟon Group.  Sri Lanka has been working with its 
members to idenƟfy the prioriƟes of acƟons, set innovaƟve finances that can trigger 
conservaƟon and sustainable use, develop enabling policies and insƟgate data governance for 
informed decision making.   
 

Biodiversity Secretariat of the Ministry of Environment appointed the NaƟonal Expert 
CommiƩee on Mangrove ConservaƟon and Sustainable Use in 2015 and under the guidance of 
this commiƩee the NaƟonal Policy on ConservaƟon and Sustainable UƟlizaƟon of Mangrove 
Ecosystems in Sri Lanka was developed and received the cabinet approval in 2020. Backed by 
the science and policy, beƩer management of mangroves is now possible, and it is vital for 
economic and social revival of coastal communiƟes and good governance.  
 

At present mangroves are present in both government and private lands. IdenƟfied as 
ecosystems with incomparable value by the policy, Sri Lanka needs to move forward with 
implemenƟng the strategies outlined in the policy with government, non-government and with 
the public. This NaƟonal Strategic AcƟon Plan elaborates various plaƞorms available and needs 
to be built in, to move forward and to engage further.   
 

The acƟons outlined here are mapped to SDGs, Sri Lanka is signatory to and wish to ensure that 
these targets are achieved as agreed through the implementaƟon of this acƟon plan. The 
primary and secondary responsible agency for each acƟon has been outlined. Each agency is 
accordingly requested to include these acƟons to their respecƟve annual plans and invest 
accordingly. AddiƟonally, this acƟon plan also invites investors, well-wishers and other donors 
to engage with relevant insƟtuƟons and ensure policy goals are achieved. 
 

My special thanks goes to Prof. Sevvandi Jayakody, Chair Professor, Wayamba University of Sri 
Lanka, who was instrumental in preparing this NaƟonal Strategic AcƟon Plan, for providing her 
experƟse and her commitment to successfully complete this task. Also I wish to thank all the 
members of the NaƟonal Expert CommiƩee on Mangrove ConservaƟon and Sustainable Use, 
members of the Task Force for the RestoraƟon of Mangroves, all officials from government, 
private and non-governmental organizaƟons and individuals for their fullest support to 
complete this naƟonal endeavour. My sincere appreciaƟon is extended to Director, and 
relevant other officials of the Biodiversity Secretariat who made this publicaƟon possible.  
 

Dr. Anil Jasinghe 
Secretary 
Ministry of Environment 
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Mangroves, salt marshes and seagrass lock away carbon at up to five Ɵmes the rate of 

tropical forests 

@ Sevvandi Jayakody 
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1.  IntroducƟon 
1.1 Background 
 

Amongst different ecosystems in Sri Lanka, mangroves represents a unique 
assemblage of specialized fauna and flora adapted to survive in brackish water 
condiƟons and interƟdal zones. As per the esƟmates of Department of Forests 
(2010), 15,669 hectares of Sri Lanka is covered with mangroves. In Sri Lanka, about 
21 true mangrove and several mangrove associated flora have been idenƟfied. Most 
importantly, this represents one third of the world mangrove species diversity. 

@ Isuru Maheshan Siriwardena 

Mangroves perform a crucial role in maintaining the ecological integrity of the 
coastal zone, and the services provided are provisioning, regulatory, supporƟve as 
well as cultural. Being in between coastal and inland ecosystems, they act as filters 
from both sides. From the landward side, upland sediment and other organic and 
inorganic maƩer uploads are deposited within mangrove ecosystems, prevenƟng 
direct release of sediments and nutrients to sensiƟve coastal ecosystems such as 
seagrass beds and coral reefs. From seaward side, effects of Ɵdes, storm surges, 
tsunamis and salt wedges to freshwater ecosystems are ameliorated hence; salt 



 NaƟonal Strategic AcƟon Plan for ConservaƟon and Sustainable UƟlizaƟon  of  Mangrove Ecosystems in Sri Lanka 2022-2026  

  2  

water sensiƟve ecosystems, lives of people and their properƟes are protected. 
AddiƟonally, the role played by mangrove ecosystems as carbon sinks, that absorbs 
greenhouse gases thereby miƟgaƟng adverse climate change impacts is globally 
highlighted as a prime need for conserving mangroves. Biologically, mangrove 
ecosystems provide feeding and breeding habitats for species that permanently 
inhabit such ecosystems as well as for those temporarily immigrate as a part of their 
life cycle requirements. Economically, mangroves provide livelihood opportuniƟes for 
the coastal populaƟons through fisheries and ecotourism opportuniƟes. The fish, 
shellfish and other food items obtained from mangroves play a vital role in food and 
nutriƟonal security of the coastal communiƟes.  

These essenƟal services, however, are being hampered through indiscriminate 
cuƫng, land grab, conversion of mangrove swamps to aquaculture systems and 
salterns, less interest/unawareness, ownerships, increase in freshwater intrusion 
through water diversion and irrigaƟon projects, reclamaƟon projects and other 

@ Achini Wathsala Fernando 
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coastal developments. These threats result in habitat fragmentaƟon and 
deterioraƟon, leading to loss of species, ecosystem funcƟons/dynamics and services. 
Also, increased levels of inorganic and organic addiƟons from agriculture related 
ferƟlizer and pesƟcides and organic compounds from untreated sewage disposal have 
accelerated nutrient polluƟon in mangrove ecosystems. AddiƟonally, material both 
from natural and xenobioƟc sources have caused both solid waste problems and 
health hazards. As the mangroves cover less than 0.1% of land area of Sri Lanka, it is a 
Ɵmely need, locally and globally to fast-track the implementaƟon of the naƟonal 
policy on mangroves to conserve and sustainably use this ecosystem maintaining the 
quality of mangroves ecosystems to harness mulƟple benefits described.  
 

Figure 1: Current distribuƟon of mangroves and zonaƟon [© MoE (2019), 6th NaƟonal Report 
 to CBD]  
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Overarching legal and policy frameworks that support and provide the enabling 
condiƟons for effecƟve mangrove management should be vital for good 
management of mangroves and influenƟal areas. The management frameworks 
based on such policy and legislaƟon for mangroves at the naƟonal level, should 
ensure that laws and regulaƟons are enacted and enforced while clearly defining 
the rights of ownership, access and raƟonal use of mangrove forests, enhance 
human, technical, legal and financial capacity for mangrove management at 
different levels. These legal approaches should also ensure that subsidies and other 
incenƟves and iniƟaƟves including restoraƟon/rehabilitaƟon that lead to mangrove 
degradaƟon or loss, are removed. Although limited provisions are present in 
current policies regarding mangroves, a cohesive, purpose driven, and mangrove 
ecosystem focused acƟon plan is absent.  
 
AddiƟonally, co-ordinated acƟon towards the protecƟon and restoraƟon of 
mangroves needs to be main-streamed within planning structures and acƟons, 
notably under biodiversity, wetlands, sustainable land management and climate 
change adaptaƟon. Further, the mangrove conservaƟon and management is in line 
with the UN Framework ConvenƟon on Climate Change, Sendai Framework for 
Disaster Risk ReducƟon and Ramsar ConvenƟon, Commonwealth Blue Charter 
(MELAG - Mangrove Ecosystems and Livelihood AcƟon Group) for which Sri Lanka is 
signatory. 
 
The following acƟon plan has been formulated considering the goals and strategic 
objecƟves proposed by the naƟonal policy on conservaƟon and sustainable use of 
mangroves. Further, the analysis conducted for preparaƟon of the 6th NaƟonal 
Report on Sri Lanka to CBD highlighted several challenges that need aƩenƟon as 
highlighted below.  
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2. Threat analysis 
 

Physical disappearance: Sri Lanka is rapidly losing mangroves, due to mulƟple, 
interconnected threats. The fact these ecosystems are edaphically, physio-
chemically, economically and ecologically interconnected has been ignored in the 
planning of recent development projects, in parƟcular the development of 
aquaculture in the country. Aquaculture development, encroachment, land 
acquisiƟon and alteraƟon of mangrove habitats for seƩlement, small industries and 
agriculture purposes is a major cause of habitat loss. The growth in prawn farms 
since early 1980’s has resulted in a significant loss of mangrove cover, especially in 
the North Western and Eastern provinces. In recent years, salt marshes as well as 
mangroves are threatened by increasing, and clearance for salterns in PuƩalam. 

 
PolluƟon: PolluƟon is another major threat to mangrove ecosystems. This includes 
indiscriminate addiƟons of solid waste and related leachate, industrial and urban 
effluent discharges and agricultural run-off. This problem is parƟcularly acute in 
areas with high populaƟon density, such as the west and south coast. Further, the 
Sri Lanka river system also brings pollutants from inland urban, industrial and 
agricultural sources to the coastal area. 
 
 

Solid waste accumulaƟon: AccumulaƟon of solid waste and substanƟal polluƟon of 
brackish water in estuaries is another criƟcal threat to all coastal habitats. At 
present estuaries in Negombo and Chilaw are badly affected from pollutants. 
Compounding maƩers is that long-shore currents periodically bring solid waste 
from trans-boundary countries further worsening the situaƟon. 
 
River diversion and developments: Mangroves are also affected by river diversions 
and development acƟviƟes that change river flow rates and volume. This can result 
in a change in salinity levels, and a change in environmental condiƟons for an 
example the excess irrigaƟon water from Lunugamwehera and Bandagiriya systems 
to Bundala Lagoon and NaƟonal Park. AƩempts in the Northern Province to 
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construct barriers to stop salt-water intrusion into lagoons can also be viewed as a 
threat to mangroves. 
 
Climate change: Climate change may pose significant risks to mangroves, seagrasses 
and salt marshes due to potenƟal variaƟons in water temperature, rainfall paƩerns, 
ocean acidificaƟon and increased storm events.  
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3. Extracts from Policy 
 

Vision 
A healthy mangrove ecosystem with rich biodiversity supporƟng the naƟon with  

direct and indirect services. 
 

Policy statements 
 

 1. Ensure recogniƟon of mangrove ecosystems as enƟƟes of “incomparable” 
values. 

 

 2. Encourage prioriƟzaƟon in allocaƟon of economical and social resources for 
mangrove conservaƟon without consideraƟon of direct or immediate 
economic benefits. 

 

 3. Establish consideraƟon of mangrove ecosystems as state properƟes 
irrespecƟve to land ownership thus ensuring same legal protecƟon and 
habitat management. 

 

 4. Encourage liberaƟon of mangrove ecosystems from illegal seƩlements and 
developments and prevenƟon of further land encroachment. 

 

 5. Recognize the importance of periodical update of the extent of mangrove 
cover, flora and fauna and their populaƟon dynamics as well as geneƟc 
diversity. 

 

 6. Encourage intra and inter insƟtuƟonal linkages for the conservaƟon and 
sustainable uƟlizaƟon of mangroves as well as for collecƟng and sharing 
informaƟon. 

 

  7. Encourage public and private partnerships in managing mangrove 
ecosystems and promoƟon of mutually beneficial systems. 

 

 8. Ensure maintenance and improvement of natural water flow and water 
quality in mangrove ecosystems. 
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  9. Safeguard the dependencies of humans for services provided by mangrove 
ecosystems and ensure their viability and availability inter and intra 
generaƟonally. 

 

 10. Encourage stakeholders to promote the plantaƟon of the correct species of 
mangroves. 

 

 11. Ensure, further development of the voluntary mangrove carbon market and 
other sources of investment that reflect carbon credenƟals and wider public 
benefits to deliver a landscape with more mangroves. 

 

 12. Publicize the conservaƟon of mangroves through awareness, empowerment 
of stakeholders and reducƟon of dependencies that threaten sustainability. 

 

 13. Ensure the health of mangrove ecosystems by recognizing the importance of 
maintaining by prevenƟng the entry of dissolved organic and inorganic 
pollutants, suspended solids, solid wastage and toxic gases to water soil and 
air. 

 

 14. Promote environmental offseƫng and restoraƟon of degraded mangrove 
ecosystems with the aim of rebuilding lost environmental services with 
scienƟfically sound techniques. 

 

 15. Ensure the right of access to mangrove ecosystems for its aestheƟc beauty in 
the right manners that does not jeopardize mangroves and their funcƟons. 

 

 16. Recognize the right to sustainable development with environmental 
protecƟon being consƟtuted as an integral part of development in mangrove 
ecosystems, and ensure applicaƟon of all environmental impact assessments 
irrespecƟve of the size and nature of the development. 

 

  17. Ensure necessary acƟons as a precauƟonary approach when credible 
informaƟon is present, regarding threats and irreversible damages to 
mangrove ecosystems regardless of scienƟfic data. 

 

 18. Ensure financial, Ɵmely and logisƟcal support for research on developing 
tools, methods/technologies to conserve, restore and for sustainable use and 
to establish status of ecosystems for a scienƟfically backed decision 
processes. 

 

 19. Warrant internaƟonal co-operaƟon to conserve and sustainably manage 
mangroves to develop human and physical capaciƟes. 
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Key documents to be referred with this NaƟonal Strategic AcƟon Plan 

1. NaƟonal Policy on ConservaƟon and Sustainable UƟlizaƟon of Mangrove 
Ecosystems in Sri Lanka, January 2020, Ministry of Environment and Wildlife 
Resources, Sri Lanka 

2. NaƟonal Guidelines for the RestoraƟon of Mangrove  Ecosystems of Sri  Lanka. 

3. Guide to Mangroves of Sri Lanka, 2019, Ministry of Environment and Wildlife 
Resources, Sri  Lanka 

4. NaƟonal Biodiversity Strategic AcƟon Plan (2016-2022), Ministry of Mahaweli 
Development and Environment, Sri Lanka 

5. Sri Lanka’s Sixth NaƟonal Report, Biodiversity Profile- Sri Lanka to the ConvenƟon 
on Biological Diversity, 2019, Ministry of Mahaweli Development and 
Environment, Sri Lanka 
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