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EDITORIAL

Towards a green economy in Sri Lanka: a forestry perspective

Sri Lanka, having been elevated to a ‘Middle Income
Emerging Market’ by the International Monetary Fund
in 2010, is now pursuing to achieve even a higher
level of economic growth along with enhanced human
well-being. For this purpose, the development in Sri
Lanka needs to be steered along an economically as
well as ecologically sustainable path, incorporating the
emerging ideals of a green economy advocated by the
United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development
held recently (Rio + 20, 2012). At this global summit,
the UN member states including Sri Lanka, resolved to
launch a process to build a green economy to achieve
sustainable development goals and converge with the
post-2015 development agenda. As defined by the United
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), a green
economy is one that is low-carbon, resource efficient,
and socially inclusive, leading to improved human
well-being and social equity, significant reduction in
pollution, environmental risks and ecological scarcities,
and minimum loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services
(UNEP, 2011).

Developing countries like Sri Lanka are facing major
challenges such as increasing climate change impacts,
energy insecurity and ecological scarcity. A green
economy can address these challenges by opening
up increasingly carbon-neutral development paths,
promoting resource and energy efficiency and lessening
environmental degradation. Many green sectors could
provide significant opportunities for innovative research
on sustainable development. Sri Lanka is a relatively
small country, but with a unique ancient civilization
and a proven history of sustainable development over
centuries. Thus, it has the inherent potential to incorporate
this traditional wisdom and indigenous knowledge with
modern science to address the above challenges, while
at the same time, conserving the island’s richly endowed
natural capital. Greening Sri Lanka’s economy therefore,
has the promise to be a new engine of growth, a new
generation of green employment opportunities and a

vital strategy to eliminate persistent poverty in a range
of important sectors, viz., agriculture, forestry, fisheries,
freshwater and energy.

Forests are the foundation of a green economy,
pillaring much of the earth’s ecological infrastructure.
Forest goods and services are important components of
a green economy, supporting the economic livelihoods
of over one billion people globally, most of whom
are in the developing countries. Natural forests of Sri
Lanka, having reached a critical minimum cover, are
not utilized for timber extraction anymore and therefore,
needs a well-defined new direction. They still produce
important non-wood forest products (NWFPs) that
make a significant contribution to local economies and
livelihoods by provisioning food, medicinal and/or
health-care resources, which lately are emerging as export
commodities. These forests being a key component of
our natural capital, also make a vital contribution to
ecological service infrastructure (carbon sequestration,
biodiversity, water and soil conservation, pollination efc.)
and in no small measure, to nature-based tourism, for
which Sri Lanka has already gained global recognition
(MA, 2005). Therefore, the forestry sector of Sri Lanka
ought to take a lead role in greening the country’s
economy.

The continuing loss of forests to competing ill-planned
development projects ignoring ecological consequences
is the result of policy and governance failures that
render forest degradation and eventual deforestation in
Sri Lanka. These are compounded by market failures,
as not all vital ecosystem services that natural forests
sustainably provide are captured in markets. Hence they
are not included in the national accounting systems, thus
risking future investments in green economic initiatives.

At a global scale, there is a significant paradigm
shift to include ecosystem goods and environmental/
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ecological services into national accounting systems. At
the 2010 Biodiversity Summit held in Nagoya, Japan, 193
countries agreed to incorporate the economic value of
natural capital into their national accounting and reporting
systems by 2020. The Rio+20 Agreement advocates
taking steps to go beyond classical gross domestic product
(GDP) to assess the well-being of a country. Instead, it
proposes valuing the contribution of ecosystems to human
well-being through economic, ecological and social
(triple bottom line) accounting, such as Green GDP
(Boyd, 2007). Several international follow-up initiatives
call for national accounts to be upgraded to incorporate
ecosystem service values into mainstream development
planning and national accounting (TEEB, 2010; SEEA,
2012; WAVES 2013, Trucost, 2013).

Taking all these emerging scenarios into account, there
are both challenges and opportunities for greening the
forestry sector further in Sri Lanka. This could be done
by moving towards; i) re-establishment of connectivity
among the remaining fragmented protected areas, through
forest restoration to improve and sustain the quality of its
natural forest capital, ii) establishment of economically
and ecologically sustainable forest management criteria
and indicators based on green economic criteria for
certification (including forest plantations, mixed
forest gardens and agroforestry systems), iii) reducing
emissions from forest degradation and deforestation
plus conservation, sustainable management of forests
and enhancement of forest carbon stocks (REDD+),
iv) capturing the real contributions of forests in national
accounting systems, and v) examining the feasibility
of initiating schemes such as ‘payments for ecosystem
services’ (PES).

It is a challenge that Sri Lanka faces, at this crucial
phase of rapid development set out in the National
Physical Plan 2011-2030 (Anon, 2010), to engage in
an emerging global initiative to drive towards a green
economy. Nonetheless, it opens up many opportunities
both for research and development to be aligned and
repositioned with the evolving global scenarios in
the forestry as well as other sectors, so that visionary
planning now would avoid even more costly remedial
measures in the future. Sri Lanka is richly endowed
with a religio-cultural heritage that is inextricably linked
with its equally rich natural heritage. To move towards a
greener economy while learning from past experiences
and judiciously blending them with innovative thinking

to suit modern situations is indeed the need of the hour.
We do have time-tested models for appropriately greening
the forestry as well as other related sectors towards
meeting our own sustainable development goals (Mori
et al., 2013). The challenge now is to redefine the vision
for forests of Sri Lanka in the light of emerging sustainable
development goals, and to build the necessary in-country
capacity to demonstrate its benefits to policymakers in
our move towards a greener economy.
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